
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    A mutinous omega will challenge this royal alpha’s loyalties… 
 
      
 
    I might have a reputation around the Badlands as a troublemaker. I've spent years fighting for justice, but our new arrangement with the royals isn't exactly what I had in mind. 
 
      
 
    For years, we thought omegas were being abducted and taken to the Human Keep. I’ve recently learned they’ve gone there by their own will. And they’re happy. I wonder if I’d be better off leaving the royal court behind and joining them. 
 
      
 
    When Cassian catches me stealing a military vehicle to make my getaway, he should’ve thrown me into the dungeons and forgotten about me. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he helps me. The alpha shows me a side of him that I’ve never seen before. One that I can’t live without. 
 
      
 
    When we get to the Human Keep, we discover a truth that will change the lives of everyone in Luxoria. Will Cassian stay loyal to our covert mission, even if it could cost him his title and his life? 
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 Chapter One
Cassian 
 
      
 
    There will be no victory for a troublemaker, no glory for the disobedient. 
 
    I paced my quarters inside the royal castle of Luxoria as my father’s words rolled through my mind on a repeating loop. In ten minutes, I would make my way to the Badlands to stand beside Dagger and Tavia to kick off The Reconstruction. Together, they now served the omegas as their royal representatives and the first order of business was to begin rebuilding the damage done from years of neglect and the recent attacks from the humans and mutants. 
 
    No one was sure how the omegas would react to the rebuilding process. Perhaps they would see it as a threat. Perhaps they would be grateful. It was impossible to guess. 
 
    But that wasn’t what had me nervous. 
 
    No, the cause of my current strife was a certain blond bombshell omega who was as appealing as she was unpredictable. A female so opposed to being in this city, much less the castle, that she took every opportunity to get herself thrown out. A woman who had been hurt for so long that it turned her into steel. She was a fucking impenetrable fortress, all locked up behind barbed wire and electric fences. 
 
    She was more than that. 
 
    I sucked in a hard breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    Charolet. 
 
    Charolet was a troublemaker extraordinaire… and she was my mate. 
 
    I stopped pacing and closed my eyes, remembering the moment my inner beast knew she was the one who could bring my wolf out. 
 
    It happened when King Adalai required me to accompany Dagger on a mission to save the missing omegas from the humans who we suspected had abducted them. Charolet and Tavia came along to give us insight into the omega mind and to comfort their people. But when we got to the Human Keep, things weren’t as we thought they were. 
 
    The missing omegas were there of their own free will. They had willingly broke from the pack to ally with the humans. Worse, the humans had technology that could instigate an omegas heat cycle, and they used it on Tavia. 
 
    We fled the Human Keep just in time, but when she came into her heat right there in the desert, Dagger claimed her. That left me and Charolet to defend them from the wolves and mutants that could scent her from miles away. 
 
    I remembered that sweet, demanding smell Tavia put off. I remembered the way it drove my wolf to fight Dagger for her. How I wanted to kill him and mount her in his blood just to prove I was better. Just to have that slick scent painted all over me. 
 
    But something amazing happened before I lost my mind and ruined years of supreme discipline. 
 
    Charolet happened. 
 
    Her lavender and honey scent, not heat soaked, not enslaving me, broke through my manufactured desire. 
 
    Her smart mouth kept my mind busy. Made me think about how much I didn’t want to kill my friend. 
 
    Her fiery spirit… turned me on in a whole new way. 
 
    She had no idea how much she helped me that night, but I knew it wasn’t all one sided. She had become aroused as we argued. One small whiff was all I got, but it was enough to know she was mine. 
 
    And enough to make her want to run. 
 
    Oh, I knew she was up to something. There were whisperings throughout the castle that she wanted to leave and return to the Human Keep. She thought the omegas could have a better life there. Better than the king and their own pack could give them. The worst part was that she might be right. 
 
    There was something odd about the way the humans so willingly gave the omegas everything they wanted. They practically lifted them up to god status. Made them as strong as any alpha. Stronger even. And all they wanted in return was for them to fight for the human cause. They wanted them to fight their own pack. The same pack that up until the king’s mating, had treated them as second rate citizens. 
 
    Fuck, I knew alphas who treated their boots better than the omegas. 
 
    And I’d been one of them, blindly following the law that kept us separated all those years. 
 
    I followed the rules, to the letter, because I was taught to. 
 
    There will be no victory for a troublemaker, no glory for the disobedient. 
 
    No one was a bigger troublemaker than Charolet. The question was, would she cause trouble today at the ceremony? I’d been watching and there was no indication that she meant to ruin this celebration, but she was like a stick of dynamite from the days before the dust and solar flares. There was no telling when she’d blow or who she’d destroy in the process. 
 
    I shouldn’t care. Mate or not, I shouldn’t care this much. But I had a feeling that if she hurt any of her friends with her disruptive behavior, she would feel it like a wound. The omega females loved each other. Love like I’d never witnessed before. Charolet wouldn’t easily forgive anyone who hurt them. Including herself. 
 
    I wanted to keep her from that pain. 
 
    I shook out my shoulders, trying to settle my protective instincts. They’d been on high alert ever since the trek through the desert to the Human Keep. Ever since I scented her arousal, and knew. 
 
    Mine. Mine to have and keep and protect. 
 
    Except that couldn’t be farther from the truth. My omega was determined to belong to no one. Especially not me. 
 
    The clock above my desk sounded, bringing my attention back around. It was time. 
 
    I straightened my uniform and left my quarters with exactly seven minutes to spare. I was nothing if not precise. It was the code I lived by. The code bred into me. 
 
    Order. Obedience. Lawfulness. The alphas before me demanded it and so did I. 
 
    The irony wasn’t lost on me that my mate shared none of those principles. 
 
    Charolet was chaos, emotion, and defiance. The only rules she followed were her own. She should infuriate me. 
 
    Instead, I wanted to tame her. Break her, but in the best ways. 
 
    I reached the Badlands just in time to take my place beside Dagger as the announcement began. I found Charolet across the small stage with the other omega females, dressed in their finest. She stared at me, her eyes calculating, and not for the first time, I knew I had gotten it all wrong. 
 
    It was her who would break me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two
Charolet 
 
      
 
    There was no reason the royals wouldn’t hold a ceremony. As an omega, I’d been forced to participate in an exhausting number of them. A groan would always rise through the back hallways of the castle at their very mention. It meant more work, longer hours, and greater chances of not being able to satisfy the whims of His Majesty. 
 
    No good deed went unpunished in Luxoria. 
 
    I’d never forget that, even as I stood in a fancy gown, shoulder to shoulder with the omegas who also endured the alpha regime, as ambassadors to the new Luxoria. One where we were supposed to smile, nod, and forget the treatment that had been shoved down our throats like a cold shit sandwich. That part hadn’t changed. 
 
    The only reason I agreed to attend this ceremony was because my best friend Tavia was in charge of the Badlands reconstruction. Our village had faced its challenges as long as I could remember, but recent riots and attacks had decimated the little we had. 
 
    Alleged attacks by humans we’d been told were the enemy. We’d thought the humans were taking omegas against their will. But when I’d ventured to the Human Keep, the omegas were happy. Healthy. Better off than we were. Better off than any promise this latest ceremony had in store for us. 
 
    Tavia stepped up to the podium. She was still wearing the Luxoria military uniform we’d donned to storm the human keep and bring back the abducted omegas. The uniform reminded me of broken promises. Otherwise, I would’ve preferred it to this ridiculous dress Zelene had asked me to wear.  
 
    It was soft and clean, and that was nice, but otherwise, the frills were so not me.  
 
    Tavia cleared her throat. Her lips wobbled, and I didn’t often see my best friend nervous. We’d stayed up many a night in the now abandoned shack we’d gathered in front of and talked about how we’d fix the Badlands. There was no one I’d rather have in charge of this mission than Tavia, but as she stared at the shack, I wondered how much of her vision would come through in this announcement. Especially with Dagger, the man she’d spent years hating before she joined him in his bed, beside her. 
 
    “I want to thank everyone for coming out and lending your support. The alphas and the omegas who’ve moved into the castle understand how uncertain things are in the Badlands right now. We might be living on the other side of the wall, but it doesn’t mean that we’ve forgotten what life is like here. I know you have questions. Dagger and I will be here as much as possible during the rebuild, and we’ll be available to you.”  
 
    She took a deep breath and the microphone sent the sound ricocheting off the shabby buildings that surrounded us.  
 
    My gaze slid to Cassian. He’d been with us on the journey to the Human Keep. He stood beside Dagger, in his leather military outfit, with his hands folded in front of him. He’d been strong and steady, even when the trip went sideways. He caught me staring at him, like he had many times on our mission, and winked. 
I looked away. There was no way I would fall for an alpha. One of us had to keep their head on straight.
“I’m aware that not everyone in the Badlands is interested in building a unified Luxoria.” Tavia continued, startling me out of my Cassian-induced haze. “I had my doubts too. But the alphas truly want change. I know how hard it will be to believe that until you start seeing improvements in your lives. We’ve brought you together to celebrate that these changes to the Badlands start today. Reconstruction starts now.” 
 
    A crane truck rumbled down the dirt road. Many of the omegas gasped, grabbing their loved ones and backing away.  All this giant vehicle symbolized to them was more destruction. My voice was lost in the mayhem. I wanted to tell Tavia that this was too much, too soon, but it was too late.  
 
    The truck stopped in front of our old house. A few warning beeps were all we had to say goodbye before a wrecking ball smashed through the only place I’d ever called home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three
Cassian 
 
      
 
    I watched Charolet as the crane truck destroyed the omega shanty in one swift hit. The unfortunate place she once called home went from barely existing in its dusty surroundings to a pile of rubble in a breath. Her face was a mask of horror and she cringed at the screeching of metal against metal. But what had my heart pounding double time was the way her expression twisted into sadness and loss. It was something I’d never witnessed from her before. Charolet was a spitfire, always ready to argue. She was a fighter, brave. I’d never seen her look… wrecked. As if she were the embodiment of the destroyed shanty. 
 
    It didn’t last long. 
 
    In the next breath, her sadness was replaced with anger. She looked around furiously, as if gauging what the peoples’ response would be. They were equally confused about how to take this destruction of their property. 
 
    Why weren’t they cheering? Rejoicing over the rebuilding that would ensue? 
 
    I squinted through the dust, trying to understand her reaction. 
 
    What should have been a peace offering, a show of the royals’ commitment to the Badlands, seemed to have the opposite effect. It just went to prove how little we understood the omegas. 
 
    I leaned in to whisper to Dagger. “Are you sure this was a good idea, tearing down their house?” 
 
    His smile dipped a fraction. “Of course. They need to know we’re serious.” 
 
    “They don’t seem like they appreciate the gesture.” I nodded to the crowd. 
 
    “They will,” Dagger assured me. His confidence was unshaken, but I couldn’t stop glancing at Charolet and the contempt she held in her expression. 
 
    I looked around him to Tavia, who suddenly seemed just as unsure as the rest of them. With shaking hands, she lifted the microphone to her mouth. “Do not mourn the loss of what was. Look to the future, and see what we can be.” 
 
    As she spoke, more construction vehicles rumbled toward the Badlands. An entire caravan of them, carrying wood and steel and heavy equipment needed to begin rebuilding. While the crowd of omegas and royals watched, a large dump truck approached the rubble that used to be Charolet’s shack, and beta workers started scooping up the remains. 
 
    The sheer number of laborers the king sent to the Badlands for this project meant that the broken shanty was cleared away in minutes. As the dump truck rattled away, one carrying supplies replaced it and beta workers began constructing the foundation for a new home. 
 
    I scanned the crowd, realizing the attitude seemed to have changed. Weary omegas looked on with rapt attention as the rebuild took place right before their eyes. By the time the cement was poured and beginning to harden, cheers rose up from the people. 
 
    “This is just the beginning,” Tavia promised, and King Adalai nodded his agreement. “Wait and see what we’ve got planned for the Badlands!” She let out a relieved breath and smiled up at Dagger. For the first time in a long time, the omegas were happy. 
 
    All except one. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off Charolet as she watched the spectacle with disgust. She caught my gaze and held it, looking like she blamed me for something. I couldn’t imagine what. I’d supported Dagger upon returning from the Human Keep. Sided with him when the other King’s generals wanted to lockdown the omegas. 
 
    Her gaze narrowed in warning, and a chill of challenge ran down my spine. I could see the calculation in her eyes. The way she wanted to buck and rebel against the kingdom. Her clever little mind was coming up with something even as she stared me down. 
 
    I went to her as the crowd started to approach Tavia and Dagger, offering their encouragement for the changes. 
 
    “You don’t like what happened here today?” I said when I was close enough to whisper. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I like. I’m just an omega.” Her sarcasm wasn’t lost on me. 
 
    “You’re not just an omega, Charolet. You’re an omega of power. You have influence here. And you look like you’re ready to murder someone and eat them for dinner.” 
 
    “Pardon me, alpha sir,” she sneered. “But they just demolished my home.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your home anymore.” 
 
    She cocked her head, seeming even angrier. “You’re absolutely right. It wasn’t my home. It was my home when I shared it with four other omegas. When we were closer than sisters. When we survived on nothing but love and each other. And just like now, the castle took it away. I suppose now I’m truly homeless.” She pressed her lips together, gathering her skirt in her balled fists. “You know what they say when you’re homeless…” 
 
    “No, I suppose I don’t.” 
 
    She smiled but it was anything but friendly. “It’s time to find a new home.” 
 
    With that, she turned and marched away. I watched her until she disappeared into the crowd. Her words were like an echo in my mind. 
 
    Find a new home… home… home… 
 
    I didn’t like what my gut was telling me. My little troublemaker was planning something big. 
 
    Watch her, my wolf warned. It was time to get serious about my surveillance of Charolet. Not only because my inner animal needed me to, but because now… I believed she was a threat to the kingdom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four
Charolet 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe this?” Hours later I was still seething, pacing in my brand-new room in the castle. Ugh. I was sleeping with the enemy and reaping none of the rewards. “They knocked down our house. Tavia would never do that. They mean to punish us, to send a message to the rest of the omegas not to get too uppity. Don’t ask for too much. You’re equal, but we’re still better than you.” 
 
     “The house was a dump and Tavia totally would’ve knocked it down if for no other reason than to make Dagger build us another one.” Rielle smiled up at me from her settee. We’d taken off the gowns and changed into soft loungewear. That was nice too, but I worried the alphas planned to replace our fight with comfort. And not in a good way. “Please talk to her before you make things worse.” 
 
     Rielle was always the voice of reason when Zelene and Tavia came up with radical ideas and I cheered them on. Didn’t mean she talked us out of them. She made us think them through until they were absolutely bulletproof. I credited her with Zelene snagging His Majesty. If it hadn’t been for her attention to detail, it was possible all five of us could’ve been sitting in that house when it got knocked down. 
 
    “What do you want from the alphas, Charolet?” Ashla asked. Even though she never stirred up trouble on her own, she fully supported ours. 
 
      
 
    It was a good, frustrating question because there was no scenario in my mind where I gave the alphas a chance to appease me. “I don’t want anything from them. I’m done letting them get the best of me.” 
 
     “I think you should talk to Tavia. She probably has no idea you’re this upset.” Ashla sighed. She hated conflict. She’d been our peacekeeper, the final safety net when Rielle wasn’t able to talk us out of something with reason. “She needs to know. It’s not fair to hold knocking down the house against her. She probably sees it as a show of strength.” 
 
    “Or she got talked into something she doesn’t want by Dagger.” I looked out the window. The sun was going down, and the city looked beautiful as it basked in the glow of its twinkling lights. Beyond that, there was darkness. The residents of the Badlands didn’t enjoy the same lullaby. 
 
     And beyond that were so many questions. The Human Keep. The captured omegas, happy with the humans. Who had lied to us, the humans, or the alphas who slept under this roof? 
 
    I turned to the ladies. In the Badlands, I would’ve done anything to keep them safe. That didn’t change when we got a new address. “I know what I want to do. And I need your help.”  
 
    Rielle furrowed her brow. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I want to go back to the Human Keep. I know, Tavia’s doing her best to improve the Badlands. But I need to know what’s making the omegas who left not want to come back.” I took a deep breath, and turned to Ashla. She’d worked in the armory, and she’d have the information I needed. “But to get there, we’re going to have to steal a truck.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You can’t do this,” Ashla whispered through gritted teeth. She led us down the narrow, dark hallway. The part of the castle the alphas wanted others to see were opulent and glowing, but they’d wasted no such glory on the places only the omegas were meant to see. “They’ll throw us into the dungeon and there won’t be anything Zelene or Tavia can do to stop them.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. My heart pounded, this close to freedom. Even though we were technically equal with the alphas now, I didn’t know what my life was without them lording over us, and the fear and adrenaline they produced in my body. I’d worked in the castle as soon as I was old enough to perform the easiest tasks, and the royals had closely supervised our independence ever since His Majesty claimed Zelene as his mate. We got claimed too, and kept in the gilded cage of the castle. 
 
    There was more to life than this. The royals were counting on us being grateful for what we were given so they didn’t have to show their whole hand. 
 
    I insisted on seeing it all. 
 
    “They’re too busy trying to appease the omegas. They won’t notice we’re gone.” 
 
    “Cassian will definitely notice you’re gone,” Rielle said, chuckling when I groaned. “He can’t take his eyes off you. What happened in the desert? Are you sure you’ve told us everything?” 
 
    “He thinks he owns me.” We reached the end of the hallway, slowing our pace to a tiptoe. Albert, the old omega in charge of keeping threats away from the military garage, was snoring softly. He sat with his arms crossed over his chest, and his head bobbing with each breath. He wasn’t totally out. Omegas were skilled in never totally relaxing. 
 
    “We’re not their property,” I added in a whisper. “So what do we have to do?” 
 
    “If we screw this up, the alphas will use it as an excuse to cut off all improvements in the Badlands,” Rielle whispered. “We’ll be the poster girls for why omegas can’t have nice things. It’s not just us anymore. It’s all the omegas who will have to suffer the consequences of our bad decisions.” 
 
    A camera trained at us. Wires protruded from the unfinished wall. Going up on my tiptoes, I examined the tangle of colorful wires and found the one that made the little green light on the camera go out with a tug. 
 
    We jumped when Albert’s snore intensified. It was a warning. He wasn’t really asleep, but he wasn’t stopping us, either. 
 
    “What’s the code?” I asked. 
 
    “They usually change it once a month, but with the uproar in the Badlands, I’m betting they forgot.” Ashla frowned at Albert. “We need his fingerprint.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat. His hands were tightly knotted under each armpit. The snoring had quieted, and his body stilled. 
 
    Ashla steeled herself and put her hand on the old man’s shoulder. “Albert,” she said softly into his ear. The old man jumped as he peeled an eye open. “His Majesty wants us to check the vehicles.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow as he looked up at her, still groggy. She nodded, and smiled at him. Out of all of us, Ashla was probably most suited for royal life. We’d all worked together to make the Badlands tolerable, but Ashla was the softest, the kindest. The irony that she was the one with the access to the heavy artillery was not lost on me. 
 
    Albert’s gaze warmed as the pretty omega dressed as a royal urged him to risk everything. He held his hand up to the keypad, and it glowed green. 
 
    Rielle and I exhaled in unison. 
 
    Ashla punched a code into the keypad, and it buzzed, denying her access. 
 
    “Shit.” Rielle tensed. “Is anyone watching this on the other end?” 
 
    “Maybe, but they’ll see us. I do work down here, it’s not that unusual.” She punched another code into the pad, grinning when the light turned green and the lock tumbled on the massive steel door. “They only change a number each month. There’s a pattern.” 
 
    The alphas had grown lazy when it came to the omegas. If they thought we were capable of revolution, they didn’t take the threat seriously. Is that what I was doing? Revolting? There were plenty of whispers of such a thing on the perimeter of the Badlands, places I wouldn’t dare venture, especially not in this pretty dress. The Weren there were too raw, too feral, and they never let any opportunity slip by. 
 
    But so many of us weren’t happy. I was grateful for this new chance, but even with Tavia at the helm, it didn’t feel like freedom. Especially after going to the Human Keep. 
 
    I needed to know what my options were before making a decision. 
 
    The enormous garage housed many Humvees like we’d taken across the desert to the keep, tanks, and vehicles that looked like they were built for no other reason than destruction. I hiked up my long skirt and climbed into one of the Humvees. 
 
    “Anyone teach you how to drive that thing on your last adventure?” Rielle circled the truck with an eyebrow cocked, inspecting the vehicle as I made myself comfortable in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “How hard can it be?” My bravado would not be denied. I wasn’t sure what I hoped to find in the Human Keep, but I wanted to prove to these alphas that the omegas did not need them. We were strong and independent. I turned to Ashla, who’d climbed into the passenger seat. I wondered how long she’d wanted to do that. “Any idea how to turn this thing on?” 
 
    “Rielle, pull the plug out of the generator and get in the backseat,” she instructed, and then frowned at the screen on the dashboard between us. She waved her hand over it, and a password protected screen flashed before us. The code she punched in ignited the engine. 
 
    “Lazy,” she said under her breath. “It’s the same code as the door.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan? We drive through the Badlands and assemble an army?” 
 
    I shook my head. It was time for all my jumbled visions of glory to come together. “We’re headed straight to the Human Keep.” 
 
    I pushed my foot down on one of the pedals, and the truck bucked forward but didn’t move. 
 
    “That’s the brake. The other one is the accelerator,” Ashla said. 
 
    Rielle’s head popped between us. “Do you know how to drive this thing?” 
 
    “Little bit.” Ashla was a total badass, because no one expected it from her. She’d make them all sorry. I should’ve scooted over and let her take the wheel, but I really wanted to drive. It was best that we all learned. 
 
    “This place is full of cameras,” Rielle added, like it was a bad thing, but she waved at the ceiling…was that her middle finger extended? 
 
    “It takes a little finesse. Put your foot on the brake and shift the gear into drive.” She tapped the shaft between us. “Then take your foot off the brake and move it to the accelerator pedal. Gently,” she added as we lurched forward. 
 
    Holy shit. It was moving. The girls whooped as I swerved to avoid the first row of tanks, and we were rolling straight for the door. My heart pounded, and I had very little control over this thing, but I’d never felt more free. 
 
    “We need to open the gate,” I yelled over the engine. 
 
    “Stop the car and I’ll get out and enter the code.” Ashla said. 
 
    I tried to follow her instructions, but my foot hit the wrong pedal, and we crashed into the wall.  
 
    My head hit the windshield and everything went black. Eventually, I was aware of a flashing red light, and a siren. When I opened my eyes, I found Cassian standing over me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five
Cassian 
 
      
 
    My heart pounded with adrenaline as I pulled open the driver side door of the wrecked Humvee. Rielle and Ashla had already climbed from the vehicle and were unharmed, but Charolet… 
 
    Don’t let her be hurt. 
 
    Smoke filled the cab and when it cleared, I could see her slumped over the steering wheel, blond hair scattered across the dash. A trickle of blood marred her left temple and she coughed, trying to open her eyes. I brushed back her hair and the touch was enough to rouse her. Her head came up and she blinked, trying to focus. 
 
    “Be still. You’re hurt.” My voice was rough with emotion I hadn’t expected. 
 
    She put her hand weakly on my shoulder and gave it a pitiful shove. “I’m fine… mister alpha, sir…” 
 
    I pushed her hand away. “Let me see.” She frowned and I noticed a bruise already forming under her eye. Tipping her chin up, I looked for other injuries. “Are you hurt anywhere else?” 
 
    She attempted a sarcastic laugh. “Hurt. Alpha, this isn’t hurt. This is a bump. A nick. Hurt is being beaten for not making it out of the city by curfew because your master wouldn’t let you leave.” 
 
    I went still. Was that a true story, something that had happened to her? The mere idea of anyone harming her filled me with rage. Made my throat ache with the desire for vengeance. Yet, I had enforced those rules once upon a time. Maybe I hadn’t beaten a female as punishment, but as a general, I was permitted to discipline as I saw fit. 
 
    “Can you walk?” I grated. 
 
    She straightened, jutting her chin in that defiant way that both angered and intrigued me. “Of course I can walk. I’m omega. I don’t break easily.” But the way she wobbled on her feet as she exited the vehicle told me she was more delicate than she wanted to admit. 
 
    She was a soap bubble pretending to be a piece of buckshot. Or maybe I had that all wrong, and she was both. Soft, but hardened. 
 
    “Where are the others?” she asked, looking around. 
 
    “With the guards.” I pointed to where Ashla and Rielle stood, wringing their hands and looking like worried little pigeons. I knew they were putting on a show for the soldiers, hoping the law would go easy on them for what they’d done. 
 
    Charolet hobbled over to them, wearing a brave face. 
 
    “What should we do with them?” one of the guards asked. He seemed completely stumped. What was the protocol for omegas breaking the law these days? No one knew. And these weren’t just any omegas. These were the queen’s court. 
 
    “Whose idea was this?” I asked, but I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Mine,” Charolet spoke up. “They had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Char, don’t.” Rielle stepped forward, ready to take the blame for her part. 
 
    “It was all three of us,” Ashla said. “We did it together.” 
 
    Charolet shook her head. “This was all me.” 
 
    I stared at her, trying to figure out her plan. Seeing her break into the armory on the surveillance video only told me what she’d done. I wanted to know why. 
 
    Why steal an armored vehicle that has tracking technology? She couldn’t have gone very far without someone finding her. 
 
    “Take them to the castle. Let the queen deal with them,” I instructed the guards before grabbing Charolet by the arm. “This one is coming with me.” 
 
    “Sir?” the soldier in charge questioned. 
 
    “I’ll tend to her wounds before bringing her to the king.” This was enough of an explanation to satisfy both him and the omega ladies, even if their suspicion was palpable. 
 
    “This way, uh… ladies,” the soldier murmured, leading them back to the castle. They were damn lucky they weren’t in cuffs. How Queen Zelene would smooth this over would no doubt be a lesson in how a man can be manipulated by the short hairs. 
 
    I pulled Charolet in the opposite direction, heading for the western borders of Luxoria. 
 
    “What the hell were you thinking?” I hissed when we were clear of the sirens and soldiers. “Breaking into the armory. Stealing royal property.” 
 
    “Does it matter? Does any of this even matter?” 
 
    I twisted to glare at her. “Of course it matters. You put yourself in danger. Don’t you have any self-respect?” 
 
    “Self-respect? That’s exactly why I don’t just bow to all His Majesty’s bullshit. It’s exactly why I want as far away from here as I can get.” She swayed on her feet and I brought her arm around my waist to steady her. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “To my outpost. I’ve got to figure out what to tell King Adalai.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell him the truth? That I took a vehicle so I could get the hell out of this city.” 
 
    “I knew you would try to ruin this for your people. I should throw your conniving ass in prison. That’s what I should do.” 
 
    Charolet laughed. The sound was too loose, not weighed down with sarcasm like her humor usually was. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Prison.” She laughed again, and leaned into me. She really was more hurt than she could admit if she was willing to let me help her. “What sort of prison do you imagine putting me in, mister alpha, sir?” 
 
    “The castle dungeons. Where there are lots of guards to watch over your dangerous ass.” 
 
    “First it’s conniving then it’s dangerous. Which is it?” 
 
    “Both.” There was a whole list of qualities I could apply to her ass, but right now I wanted to apply my palm, in a hard snapping fashion that would teach her a lesson. “Why is a prison funny to you?” 
 
    We were nearing my outpost. We’d be alone there, and there were medical supplies. 
 
    “Prison…” Charolet mused. 
 
    “The dungeons are very cold at night. Not funny at all.” 
 
    She grew serious as we approached the electric fence that guarded the outpost. When we stopped just outside the entrance, she waited for me to use my fingerprint and access code before facing me. 
 
    Her gaze was hard as flint as she said, “There’s no prison in this city that could possibly compare to the hardships I endured in the Badlands. I dare you to put me in prison, alpha. Dare. You.” 
 
    I watched her walk through the gate and into the building, and her words were like a punch to the gut because I knew she was right. The unfairness of what the omegas went through was heavier than I ever realized. The worst part was I wondered if I ever would have cared had a feisty female not captured my attention in the desert. 
 
    What did that say for me? What kind of man was I, when my sense of right and wrong depended on a set of rules laid out by a long-gone king who lived for bitterness. 
 
    We don’t make the rules, son. We follow them and we enforce them. Again, the words of my father banged around in my mind. Except this time, they didn’t ring true. 
 
    This time, they felt like a warning. If following the rules is what got us here, then… what would happen if we broke them? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six
Charolet 
 
      
 
    My head was killing me, but there was no way I’d tell Cassian I’d seen two of him. And there was definitely no way I could let him think I needed him.  
 
    I didn’t need any alpha for survival, not now, not ever. 
 
    “Where are we?” I hated not knowing. Worse, no one else knew where I was. Had we succeeded in getting the Humvee to the Human Keep, Rielle and Ashla would have been with me. That had been our mantra in the Badlands. Stick together, as much as possible. They couldn’t do bad things to us if we stuck together. If there were witnesses. But now, I was at Cassian’s mercy. I hated that it excited me a little bit.  
 
    I’d definitely bumped my head. 
 
    “This is my outpost.” I swear his chest puffed when he said it, like he was proud to bring me here. “I have medical supplies here.” 
 
    “Are you a doctor, mister alpha, sir?” I had to sit down. I leaned against a stool and closed my eyes for a long blink. 
 
    Cassian was there, with his big hand on my back. I couldn’t let him know that it soothed me. That it was more than anyone had done for me, outside of my girls, in a long time. Usually, people who did nice things wanted something in return. I wasn’t foolish enough to think I was protected simply because I was part of the queen’s court. If that were the case, he would’ve sent me to Zelene along with Rielle and Ashla.  
 
    The alpha wanted to teach me a lesson. 
 
    “You know my name,” he said as he considered me, making sure I was steady before he walked away.  
 
    “I do.” And I wouldn’t say it on command. “But I like mister alpha sir better.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together when he returned with a small box. He set it on the counter, and it was full of medical supplies.  
 
    “I’ve treated many wounded soldiers out in the field.” His voice was soft, soothing, as he poured liquid onto cotton batting. “Some of them only had surface wounds, like you claim to. Others needed triage until we could get them more thorough medical help.” 
 
    The liquid stung my cut. I sucked in a sharp breath, but Cassian held my head steady and firm in his grasp as he pressed the cotton to the wound.  
 
    When he was satisfied with his work, he opened a bandage and stuck it to my forehead.  
 
    “You expect me to walk around with this thing on my head?” I touched my fingers to the bandage, wincing when even that little bit of pressure made me woozy. 
 
    “Just until the cut scabs over. I don’t think it will scar.” 
 
    “A scar would be cool.” Not a big ugly one, of course. Just something that would make people think twice before they fucked with me. 
 
    A muscle in his jaw ticked. I couldn’t tell if he was amused or annoyed with me. In the desert, he hadn’t backed down from my arguments. But he hadn’t left my side, either. Even when Tavia was in heat. I knew how hard it was for him to resist that alpha urge, but he did.  
 
    I wasn’t exactly ready to elevate him to hero status. Especially when I didn’t know how he intended to punish me for taking the Humvee.  
 
    And I wouldn’t tell him I was glad it was him who’d come to our rescue, instead of one of the others on the king’s court. They may not have shown us the same mercy. 
 
    But I knew all about wolves who waited for their prey to let their guard down. I wouldn’t relax yet.  
 
    Cassian held out a glass of water and two pills to me. I took the water, but shook my head, refusing the pills. Damn. I saw double again. 
 
    “They’ll take the pain away.” That was a tempting offer. 
 
    “I need to stay alert.” I took a big gulp of water. 
 
    “You’ve almost passed out more times than I can count since I found you,” he countered. 
 
    Damn. My brave little soldier act needed some serious work. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you will. But until you’re better, you won’t leave my sight.” 
 
    Don’t threaten me with a good time, alpha. “Don’t you have anything better to do besides hold me hostage?”  
 
    “There are plenty of things that deserve my attention.” He rubbed his hand over his forehead. Cassian was a little bit older than the rest of the generals. Not old, but his hair was streaked with gray. I wonder if it bothered him to answer to a younger, inexperienced king. To follow his rules to the letter of the law. “But it’s either I stay here with you, or I find you a cell in the dungeon—” 
 
    “Yeah, you mentioned that.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest. I didn’t think he’d actually take me to this dungeon, but I also hadn’t expected him to bring it up again. I thought once he’d brought me into his space, I’d moved past the possibility of punishment. But I’d underestimated him. I wouldn’t make that mistake twice. “Why don’t you just take me there now and you can get back to your very important business.” 
 
    He stepped close to me. So close I could feel the heat rising from his body. And there was definitely only one of him. “You didn’t call me mister alpha sir.”  
 
    “Are those the magic words now?”  
 
    His lips twisted as he fought his grin. “You keep daring me to bring you there. You need to be careful what you wish for, omega.”  
 
    Unblinking, I met his gaze. I wouldn’t let him think he could intimidate me. 
 
    “Tonight, you’re staying here with me. I don’t need to find out you’ve charmed your way out of your cell and caused any more destruction.” He sighed. “And I still want to know, what the hell were you thinking? Every vehicle in the armory has a tracking mechanism. Had you actually managed to steer it in a straight line and opened the gate, you would’ve been shot on sight. I can treat surface wounds, my little rebel, but gunshot wounds aren’t so easy. That kind of crime, I can’t cover for you.” 
 
    He was covering for me. Good to know.  
 
    “What the hell was I thinking?” I took a moment and tapped my finger against my lips. That tick was back in Cassian’s jaw. He only had so much patience for me, and it was running out.   
 
    “Before you tell me your grand plan, I’d like to remind you, it’s not just about you and your friends anymore. Adalai’s decision to reunite the Badlands with Luxoria is nothing short of historic. I understand things might not be to you and your friends’ liking, yet. But you have the chance to make things right for all omegas. To shape the reconstruction of the Badlands the way you think will do the most good for your people.” 
 
    “My people,” I grumbled. “That’s the problem. The territories might be reunited, but it’s still us versus them. We’ll always be omega. Never Luxorians.” 
 
    Cassian lowered his gaze. “It will take time to change old habits.” 
 
    “Exactly. Like it will take me a long time to trust the king’s generals after they’ve spent years looking the other way as their own brutal rule was enforced over our people.” I didn’t want his apology, but I wanted him to think the next time he had the opportunity to help an omega, or leave them to the mercy of the guards. More specifically, I wanted him to think of me. Because I wasn’t a nameless, faceless omega to him. He’d cared enough about me to tend to my wound. But I didn’t know how much farther that feeling extended. 
 
    “So your theory is good, except, I’m not looking to destroy the Badlands reconstruction.” He raised an eyebrow at my declaration. Good, I had his attention. “I’d never do that to Tavia.” 
 
    “Then what did you need heavy artillery for?” he asked. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I only had one chance to sell this to him. “I want to go back to the Human Keep.” 
 
    “Why? The omegas weren’t captured. They’re there on their own accord.”  
 
    “Exactly.” I rose from my seat too fast and winced. Cassian rocked forward, like he was ready to catch me if I fell, but he stopped himself. Our gazes locked again for a dangerous moment. “Something isn’t right there. Why are the humans treating the omegas like they’re better than them? What do they think we have to offer?” 
 
    He pressed his lips together, considering my theory. “What do you think they want?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I love the idea of an omega utopia, but they’ve sent those mutants to the Badlands to fight with us. The quick explanation we got from Rupert didn’t quite cut it. I didn’t like the way he talked to Tavia. Like she wasn’t smart enough to understand what was going on there. We need more time to see what they’re really up to. And if it really is a better place for omegas, I want to bring those ideas back to the Badlands.” 
 
    “If you go to the Human Keep, there’s no guarantee you’ll be able to come back,” he said quietly. 
 
    “That’s where you come in, mister alpha sir.” My heart was pounding, because I only had one chance to get this right. “Looks like I need a chauffeur. Are you in?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven
Cassian 
 
    
“You want me to take you to the Human Keep?” I stared at Charolet, not sure if I was impressed by her gumption or angry over her blatant disregard for danger. Maybe both. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” 
 
    “Why not?” She could not be serious. “Why not? For starters, crossing the desert alone with me, would be dangerous. What if you went into heat like Tavia did? Who would keep watch while we…” My voice drifted off as I realized what I was saying. Desire struck me hard as visions of her naked and writhing beneath me flashed through my mind. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You’re assuming I’d let you service me.” 
 
    I lifted my chin. “Of course you would. Better someone you trust over a stranger.” 
 
    “Now you’re assuming I trust you.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze at her. “You trust me. You’re here now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Sure…” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “… but not because I chose to be.” 
 
    Her denials were causing anger to mix with desire in my blood, and it was a heady concoction. 
 
    “We can’t cross the desert alone,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Fine. We’ll take Rielle with us.” 
 
    “One female.” 
 
    “One omega female,” she corrected. “That’s gotta be equal to like… one and a half of your piddly males.” 
 
    “My piddly ma…” She was testing me. Trying to get under my skin like she did before, in the desert. Pushing and prodding to see which way I’d move. She had no idea how dangerous I could be. I let out my breath, counting to five. “I have duties here to see to. A piddly army to command. A border to defend. You know… important stuff. Besides that, the king will never sanction it.” 
 
    Two could play this game. 
 
    “So what.” 
 
    “So what?” My risky little omega was practically begging for trouble. 
 
    “Yeah. So. What.” She stood to meet me head on. 
 
    “Charolet,” I warned. “This is verging on treason. Like it or not, he is your king.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t what?” 
 
    “Like it. Do you?” 
 
    “Do I what?” 
 
    “Do you like King Adalai?” 
 
    I stared at her, my head spinning with the turn this conversation had taken. “He was a good friend to me. I serve him as an equal, or nearly so. He is the alpha of our pack. A powerful warrior in battle. He has earned my respect.” 
 
    “Has he? How so?” 
 
    My mouth opened to respond but nothing came out. Her fists settled at her hips, the bandage on her head forgotten. 
 
    “He nearly buckled under pressure when we returned from the Human Keep. He doesn’t know any more than we do what the humans are up to or how to make peace among our people. So tell me… should he be blindly followed? Should his sanction mean what he wishes it meant?” 
 
    I took my time considering her words. They were an echo of everything I’d already thought, especially since Adalai took an omega queen. Except they didn’t change the fact that if she went against the king’s wishes—if anyone did for that matter—she would be punished. 
 
    I didn’t know how I would react to seeing Charolet in the dungeon. Or worse. That was why I’d brought her here. To give her time to come to her senses. But all she was doing was spiraling into pure rebellion. 
 
    I stared at her. “If a man makes a mistake, does he forever lose the respect of those he guards?” 
 
    She frowned, cocking her head. “No,” she said finally. “Not if he can admit he’s wrong and change his ways.” 
 
    “If he admits he’s wrong once, must he admit it again and again to eventually receive forgiveness?” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “King Adalai made a mistake. He has admitted it before the entire kingdom and is attempting to make amends. I’m not sure what else he can do to earn your respect.” 
 
    Charolet’s expression grew angry and she took a step toward me. “That is dramatically over-simplified,” she huffed. “How can you boil it down to just a mistake?” 
 
    “How can you fluff it up and use it as an excuse to put everyone around you in danger?” I bellowed in return. 
 
    Her breath came quicker and I could practically taste her fury in the air. But there was something else too. Something alluring. 
 
    Desire. It filled the room sending me into a whiplash. 
 
    Never before had I wanted to fuck someone into submission as much as I did Charolet. 
 
    “The humans are catering to omegas for a reason,” she said. “Don’t you want to know what it is? Or… maybe you already do, and that’s why you won’t admit something is wrong here.” Her voice rose with each word, her chest lifting with each breath. Her cheeks bloomed with a rosy flush, and I stepped closer. 
 
    “There is something wrong here. Something very wrong. But I don’t need to go to the Human Keep to know that.” 
 
    “So you admit it!” she cried. “The alphas are hiding something. The king is hiding something.” 
 
    “The alphas aren’t hiding a damn thing except that we can’t keep our heads straight anymore. It took one of you to change everything. Now we’re scrambling to keep things together, keep the pack together, to hold the city against our enemies.” 
 
    She blinked in surprise, and I realized I’d said too much. Revealed a weakness. 
 
    The omegas were a weakness but not in the way most people thought. Not because they were lower class or because the Badlands was impossible to protect. Not because the humans had found a way to weaponize them. 
 
    They were a weakness because they challenged us to think higher. Bigger, when the world grew smaller. They challenged us to open our hearts when we should keep them locked tight under four layers of encryption. They softened us when we desperately needed to be harder. 
 
    “So do something about it,” Charolet breathed, close enough I could kiss her if I wanted. And damn, I wanted. Her eyes lit up with excitement, as if she knew what she did to me. As if she knew, when I didn’t even know. “Take me to the Human Keep and find out what the humans are hiding. Use this chance to prove you’re right, and the king isn’t hiding anything from Zelene. What have you got to lose?” 
 
    “A lot, actually. My title, for one, but I doubt you care anything about that.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “What’s a title compared to the truth? Seems like a fair trade to me.” 
 
    I measured my options. 
 
    Charolet was going with or without me, I knew that much. She was determined. She would find a way. At least if I went along, I could keep her safe. 
 
    The king would be furious, but I could handle him. And getting some inside knowledge of what was happening in the keep could put us at a tactical advantage. 
 
    Was I really considering this? Breaking the rules? 
 
    Maybe just bending them. 
 
    I eyed my mate, half wanting to strangle her, half wanting to nail her to the wall and show her what this alpha was hiding. “I will see you to the Human Keep.” 
 
    The relief in her expression satisfied my inner beast, and I realized that I liked giving her what she wanted. Even if she behaved like a brat. 
 
    “You’re going to owe me, omega. You know that, right?” 
 
    She smiled tightly. “Great. I pay in truth bombs and the occasional dirty joke. I hope that’s an acceptable currency.” 
 
    “How dirty?” 
 
    “Oh, now. Wouldn’t you like to know.” She gave me a saucy smile and settled back in the chair, pulling a blanket around her shoulders as if to end the conversation. 
 
    “We’ll leave in the morning. Now get some sleep.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I don’t make it a habit to sleep in strange places. I’ll stay awake.” 
 
    Strange places. This was my home away from home. It was damn sure more comfortable than the shack she used to sleep in. 
 
    “Sleep or we’re not going,” I demanded. 
 
    “Fine, mister alpha, sir. Whatever you say.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight
Charolet 
 
      
 
    I’d hit my head pretty hard in the accident, I thought I remembered something about how people with head injuries shouldn’t sleep. I would use that in my argument, but then I’d have to admit I hurt myself worse than I’d owned up to. 
 
    That wasn’t the only reason I didn’t want to let my guard down and relax under the close watch of Cassian. The outpost wasn’t grand like the castle, but it was pretty cozy. A small cabin with leather chairs and couches and so many books on the shelves. I wished Cassian would leave me alone long enough that I could run my finger over their spines and drink in a hint of their stories. But that was never happening. He was convinced if he took his eyes off me, I’d run. I’d given him plenty of reason to think that.  
 
    We weren’t exactly having a staring contest, but we’d each chosen a leather chair on either side of the fireplace. Man, we could have used one of those at our old shack where the walls were so thin we could never get warm on cold desert nights. I sank into the chair, under the soft blanket, not wanting to show how good it felt to sit in something that wasn’t hard and broken. I couldn’t give him any advantage. I’d give him a side glare, and every time, he was looking back at me.  
 
    “Don’t you have alpha things to do?” I finally asked, pressing my lips together to stifle a yawn. 
 
    “I am doing alpha things,” he growled. I could never admit what that did to my lady parts, not even to myself. Especially not to him, especially after his offer of service. “I’m guarding a fugitive who’s confessed to intending to incite anarchy against the kingdom to make sure she doesn’t attempt to steal any more military vehicles or lead my territory into rebellion.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, I sound like a total badass.” I grinned at him. “So you don’t want me to see how the other half lives, huh? I bet they’ve never heard what life in the Badlands is really like from an omega.”  
 
    His body tensed, and his big hands clutched the thick arms of the chair. “My people live very comfortably. They work hard and I make sure they’re safe.” He let out a sigh. “And they’d be shocked to hear their leader is going against the king’s wishes and plans on aiding and abetting a fugitive on a journey to the Human Keep. But they’d want to know the truth about what is happening to the omegas as much as you do.” 
 
    “So that’s why you’re doing it? For them?” That shouldn’t have disappointed me, but it did. 
 
    “Partly.” He frowned as he considered me. He was probably regretting not throwing me in the dungeon. It was still an option, and there was only so far I could push him. “Charolet, you need to rest. You can’t fight all the time. Save some of your rage for the humans.” 
 
    “I have plenty of rage to go around.” Damn, I thought this was relaxed. But he was right, I was tired. Tired of keeping my guard up and expecting an attack at any moment. Tired of waiting for this too good to be true arrangement between the alphas and omegas to fall to pieces. Tired of watching my friends, who worked so hard, have everything stolen from them.  
 
    Relaxing was a privilege.  
 
    Pushing the blanket aside, I slid from the chair and walked over to the bookcase. The titles displayed on the spines had to do with military stuff, geography, and history. “Have you read all these?” 
 
    His face brightened as he joined me. “I’ve studied many of them. They’re mostly tactical texts, and a few maps, if you’d like to look at one before we start our journey.” 
 
    “I’d love that.”  
 
    He gave me a surprised look before turning back to the shelf to pick a book. It was well known there were no schools in the Badlands. 
 
    “We learned to read from books stolen from the castle.” It wasn’t the worst sin I’d committed, not even today. “Our mothers and aunts passed around picture books from house to house to make sure every kid in the Badlands could at least read. More recently, Rielle would...borrow old romance novels leftover from Adalai’s mother’s collection, and we’d take turns reading them out loud.” 
 
    Cassian chuckled. “Never thought the resistance would be born over the plot of a love story.” 
 
    I stepped closer to him. Bad idea. Heat wafted from his body, and the look in his eyes was more dangerous than any crime I could confess to.  “What’s worth fighting for more than love?” 
 
    “It’s the only thing worth fighting for,” he said quietly, and pulled a thick book off the shelf. He considered the cover and nodded before bringing it over to the table.  
 
    I followed him, and pulled out a chair and sat while he flipped carefully through the pages. He scanned the content, his face serious, before finding what he was looking for and pushing the book toward me.  
 
    “This is the map I was hoping to find. Have you ever seen a map of Luxoria before?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    His expression brightened again, and I couldn’t help noticing the way his eyes crinkled at the edges to show his excitement. Cassian obviously loved Luxoria, and he’d dedicated his life to fighting for it. 
 
    “This will help clarify things for you. We’re here.” He tapped the side of the page. “You can tell from the map the terrain is different here. We have more crops, and more access to water here. The Badlands are on the edge of the desert, and they were named that way because it was hard to support any vegetation. I’m sure you know that part of the city originally housed the prison barracks, and there was a break at one point. Too many escaped to be rounded up before the buildings were burned.” 
 
    “Some say the omegas are descendants of those prisoners.”  
 
    “It would certainly explain the feistiness that runs rampant in the area.” He smiled, but didn’t lift his gaze as he turned the page.  
 
    “The King’s Army can certainly handle a little feisty.” 
 
    Cassian looked up and sighed. “It’s not as easy as it used to be. The structure of leadership was decided long before the solar flares. When the technological divide wasn’t such a consideration. Before we got involved in these endless wars.” 
 
    It was a huge confession. “Then maybe what the army needs is a little feistiness.”  
 
    He closed the book. “What we need now is rest. The best time for us to leave is before dawn, so we miss the heat of the day.” 
 
    “And the scrutiny of His Majesty.” 
 
    “That too.” Cassian stood. “Come, let me show you to the bunk room. It’s hosted some of the highest ranking generals in Luxoria’s army. I hope it meets your standards.” 
 
    I followed him into the room off the living room. It had a bunk bed against either wall, dressed with plaid comforters and thick pillows. My eyes were burning and my head pounding. I wanted nothing more than to crawl under those covers and sleep. Revolution could wait a few hours. 
 
    “Where will you sleep?” I pictured him stripping off his uniform and crawling under the covers with me. The muscles between my legs throbbed, willing me to make that happen. He was so close, he’d be able to smell my arousal... 
 
    “In the opposite bunk,” he said. “But since you’re the guest, I’ll let you choose your side.” 
 
    I sat on the bottom bunk on the right. “Is this where you always sleep when you stay here?”  
 
    He shook his head. “There’s a master bedroom next door.” 
 
    Nope, wasn’t curious what his bedroom looked like at all. If it smelled like him. What it would be like to wake up with our naked bodies tangled in the sheets. “That afraid I’ll escape, huh?” 
 
    “I can never be too careful. Especially with you, Charolet.”  
 
    My name sounded different rolling off his lips in this room. Like thunder rolling in the distance. I kicked off my shoes and curled my legs up so I could pull the blanket over me. “And just so you know, I won’t be requiring any of your services tonight.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” The thunder was closer now. “But when you do, I’ll be there.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Charolet.” The sharp bark of my name startled me out of the deepest sleep I’d experienced in a long time. In the pitch blackness, I had no idea where I was. Then I felt that damnable heat that I was starting to crave. 
 
    “Mister alpha, sir,” I mumbled as I stretched. “An alarm would’ve worked too.” 
 
    “You slept through two of them. We can’t execute this plan of yours if you don’t get your ass out of bed.” 
 
    Plans were a luxury that required more information than I had. They required resources. My only plan consisted of exactly one step: taking advantage of every opportunity presented to me.  
 
    I rubbed my face and followed Cassian out of the bunk room. He looked maddeningly impeccable as always. His uniform didn’t look slept in, and the leather stretched across his broad shoulders, tapering down to his narrow waist and high, round ass.  
 
    I looked away before he turned around and caught me. He had something in his hand.  
 
    “It’s not the hot breakfast you’d get in the castle, but it will give you the energy to get through the morning.” He gave me the bar. “I’ll make coffee.” 
 
    I ripped open the wrapper. I’d been on a little bit of a hunger strike since being moved into the castle. It was no secret how much food the royals had available to them, but something about eating it felt sinful. Omegas in the Badlands were still starving. I’d convinced myself that if I forgot that hunger, I’d forget why I was fighting.  
 
    “It’s better than the gruel the omegas castle workers are served.” 
 
    Cassian sighed. “I could apologize to you about the injustices the omegas have suffered. But it wouldn’t make it go away.” 
 
    “I don’t want your sympathy. I want a commitment for real change.” I tore a piece of the bar and popped it in my mouth. Nuts, seeds, and a little bit of chocolate, held together by peanut butter. What the hell was Cassian apologizing for? This thing was delicious. 
 
    “I’ll admit, I hadn’t given the Badlands much thought before Zelene got the attention of the King. It wasn’t my problem, and I thought I was doing a good job by making sure my people had better. It’s going to take us a while to understand how to meet the needs of the omegas, while not disrupting life for the rest of the city. It’s one of the reasons I agreed to this mission.” 
 
    It shouldn’t have been a kick in the gut every time he put the needs of his people above me. If given the same choice, I’d take the omegas over any alpha, every time. But I wanted to make Cassian choose me. Even if I wasn’t ready to accept him. 
 
    “How do you take your coffee?” he asked. 
 
    I wrinkled my brow as I chewed. “Hot?” 
 
    “Cream? Sugar?”  
 
    “Also known as things omegas don’t have access to.” 
 
    He sighed, his eyes fixed on the sugar. “Change starts one step at a time.” 
 
    After adding cream and sugar to the coffee, Cassian handed me a metal travel mug and motioned to follow him. I took a sip before I did. Damn. I was willing to be a soldier in Cassian’s army for the food alone. Not that I’d ever tell him so. That bed had been pretty amazing too.  
 
    The only way it could get better was if he’d joined me in it. 
 
    Another thing I’d never tell him. 
 
    Our footsteps echoed against the stone walls. The only company we had on the empty streets were our shadows.  
 
    “Stay close to me.” His voice was low, commanding. “If anyone speaks to us, let me answer. Especially when we get to the castle.”
I pressed my lips together, resisting the overwhelming urge to give him a smart answer. 
“Yes, mister alpha, sir.” 
 
    “Take this seriously, Charolet. I’m putting my ass on the line, conducting this mission without the king’s approval. But there’s something else you need to know.” 
 
    I took another sip of coffee. “What’s that?” 
 
    “There are some alphas, and many betas, that aren’t happy about our new alliance with the omegas. If they see one of the king’s generals with one of the omega queen’s court, the situation could escalate quickly.” 
 
    He was giving me his protection, even if he didn’t say it in those words. “It shouldn’t be a shock that the Weren wouldn’t accept their own—” 
 
    “You threaten them,” he growled. “They know no one works harder in this city than the omegas. The things they took for granted will be threatened by giving omegas a seat at the table.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to feel bad for them?” 
 
    “No. But I want you to see the full picture, so you can help the omegas plan accordingly. Rebuilding the Badlands is only part of the strategy.” 
 
    Cassian was treating me like an equal, an actual member of his army, instead of something that had to be tolerated to satisfy the king’s latest whim. It was the most respect anyone had ever given me.  
 
    But I couldn’t let him know. He couldn’t think that a soft bed, some sugar, and a little understanding would be all it took to appease me.  
 
    Albert startled when Cassian and I approached the armory. He sat straight, clearing his throat, probably expecting that I’d implicated him in our access to the Humvees.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said, ignoring Cassian’s command not to talk to anyone. He didn’t understand the customs of the Badlands. Snubbing one of our own in the presence of an alpha was considered an insult. 
 
    Albert nodded to me, but he quickly looked to Cassian. “Can I help you, sir?”  
 
    I stifled a giggle, thinking of my nickname for Cassian. All the sugar he put in my coffee was going to get me in trouble.  
 
    “I’m teaching the omega how to properly operate one of these vehicles so we don’t have any more accidents.” Cassian punched a code into the keypad, and the door slid open. 
 
    “The omega?” I said between gritted teeth. 
 
    “He’ll give a report to his superior at the end of his shift. We don’t want him to include anything unusual on it. I’d like for us to arrive at the keep without a contingent sent by Adalai on our heels.” 
 
    “Will I always be your dirty little secret?”  
 
    “That’s up to you.” He smirked, stopping in front of a giant truck, similar to the one I crashed yesterday. “I’ll drive it out to the yard, so we don’t put another hole in the wall, and then I’ll teach you how to drive it.” 
 
    The crash spot had been boarded up with plywood. Pride swelled inside me looking at it. It was possible to leave my mark on this castle, even if it was far from perfect. 
 
    I nodded and climbed into the passenger’s seat. Cassian slid behind the wheel and punched in the code to start the engine. 
 
    “Why is it the same as the gate code?” Shit, my question could get Ashla in serious trouble.  
 
    “Simplicity. We have a lot of numbers to remember.” 
 
    “A different code could prevent an attack by someone more dangerous than me,” I said. “If they hack one, they’d get pretty deep into the castle before anyone would know something was wrong.” 
 
    “I’ll mention it.” He put his hand on the gear shaft. “You seem to be familiar with the accelerator pedal. These military vehicles have special manual transmissions to give them extra horsepower. The brake is in the middle, the clutch on the left. If you drive a civilian vehicle, there wouldn’t be a clutch. You just put it in drive and go. But with these trucks, the engine is like a lock. You can feel it shift into place, and that’s when you have to put it into the next gear.” 
 
    He drove out of the gate, and into the yard. Putting the vehicle into park, he climbed out of the driver’s seat. “Your turn.” 
 
    I crawled over the shaft and settled in the driver’s seat. “That’s it?” After yesterday’s incident, the whole clutch thing was more complicated than he was giving it credit for. “How will I know the difference between the regular engine and one that shifts into place?” 
 
    “Sensation.” Was that his voice rumbling, or the engine? “That’s why I keep telling you to relax, Charolet. Let your body feel things. It will be a whole different experience when you do.” 
 
    Our gazes locked through the open window. “Feeling things isn’t always good.” 
 
    Darkness flickered in his eyes. “I know,” he said softly. He crossed in front of the truck, a bold move considering who was in control of this massive thing, and got into the passenger’s seat. “I’ll teach you.” 
 
    I put my hand on the gear shaft, surprised when Cassian’s big, warm palm covered it. Electricity flowed up my arm and set off a dangerous chain reaction throughout my body.  
 
    “Let me guide you. When I say shift, put your foot down on the clutch. I’ll move the shaft until you get the hang of it. Just concentrate on not running anything over.” 
 
    “Yes, mister alpha, sir.”  
 
    His hand vibrated on top of mine, and his gaze bordered on seductive. Shit. “Put your right foot on the brake, left on the clutch, and we’ll shift into first gear.”  
 
    I took a deep breath and did as he asked. He pushed the shaft under our hands.  
 
    “Move to the accelerator.” 
 
    The truck started moving. My heart raced in time with the rumble of the engine. 
 
    “Shift.” 
 
    I slammed my foot down, and as he pushed our hands back the truck stalled. 
 
    “Patience,” he said. “I know it’s not your favorite thing. But these trucks are powerful. They only need a nudge. Not a shove. Let’s start over.” 
 
    I nodded, repeating the opening steps. The next time he said shift, the truck bucked forward but kept moving. The next one was smoother, and the last almost undetectable.  
 
    I let out a whoop as we circled the yard, kicking up dust in our wake. 
 
    “Brake,” Cassian commanded. He slid the gear into park, and turned to me. “Ready to hit the open road?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow. “Why not? You did great.” 
 
    My heart swelled at the compliment. “I’m not going without Rielle.” 
 
    He shook his head and sighed. “It’s too risky to bring her.” 
 
    “It’s too risky for you,” I challenged. “But it’s too risky for me to be the only rebel omega in the Human Keep.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine
Cassian 
 
      
 
    Getting Rielle out of the city wasn’t nearly as easy as I’d hoped it would be. For one, she was under watch after the incident with the stolen Humvee. If anyone could smuggle her out, it was one of my most trusted men. 
 
    “They should be here by now,” Charolet muttered. She paced beneath a large scraggly tree that hung out from the side of a jagged boulder. 
 
    “Henrick will come through. Give him time. Who knows what kind of trouble the omega is giving him.” We were parked just outside the Badlands waiting for Rielle to be delivered, but Charolet was quickly losing patience. 
 
    She paced another round. “We should have gone for her ourselves. Any other time, I’d love the idea of Rielle giving an alpha hell, but right now—” Her thought was cut off by the sound of distant voices. 
 
    “… I don’t see her… I swear to hell… if you’ve brought me out here to have your way with me…” The female voice was cut off by a male mumble. 
 
    “Rielle!” Charolet cried, and I pulled her back behind the cliff just as she was about to collide with my soldier. 
 
    “Charolet?” Rielle rounded the corner behind him and her expression shifted from angry to confused. “What’s going on here?” Her eyes fell to my hand where it gripped Charolet’s arm and she scowled. “What are you doing to her? Get your hands off her.” 
 
    I jerked back at her vicious tone, but then remembered my place and straightened my shoulders. 
 
    “Delivered, as requested, alpha,” Henrick said, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “Delivered. As if I’m a piece of mail,” Rielle huffed. “Someone tell me what this is all about.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Charolet began, while I thanked Henrick, reminding him this was to stay between us, and sent him on his way. He headed back across the desert trail as she continued. “We couldn’t come ourselves. We had to send someone for you because this is completely covert. We couldn’t risk Zelene finding out. Or worse, the king. He might—no, he would—try to stop us.” 
 
    “Stop what?” Rielle squinted against the morning sun. She wore one of the day gowns all the royal ladies donned. It seemed desperately out of place in the dusty Badlands, and by the way she tugged at it, she felt out of place too. 
 
    Charolet glanced nervously at me. “Cassian is taking us to the Human Keep.” 
 
    I could have sworn Rielle blanched at the idea. Turned white as a ghost. But maybe it was just the sun washing her out… the pale sand making her skin lose color. 
 
    “Char, why would you do this?” 
 
    “No, see. This is good news! An alpha helping us get to the keep—” 
 
    “I thought you learned when you crashed into the wall.” Rielle shook her head. “Don’t you know Zelene is looking for you? She’s worried. It hasn’t gone unnoticed that you didn’t return to the castle last night.” Her gaze flipped to me. “How can you let her do this?” 
 
    My eyebrows shot into my forehead. 
 
    “He’s not my boss,” Charolet snapped. “I would go with or without his help.” 
 
    Rielle ignored her and stared at me. “Isn’t this treason or something?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” My voice was sharp, and it needed to be. I wouldn’t let anyone think I was attempting to betray my pack. Most especially, Charolet. “This is a covert mission to gather information and to keep the queen’s lady safe on her journey.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Charolet said. “That’s technically what it is, I guess. But it means more to me, Riri. I need to know what’s going on in the Human Keep. What if the humans can offer us true freedom? I have to know.” 
 
    True freedom. In this moment, Charolet’s deepest desire was laid bare. I wanted to give her that. Wanted to give her everything. But was our world ready to accommodate her wishes? The speed at which true change happened might never be enough for her. 
 
    Rielle stared at Charolet. “And if they can? What then? Will you be leaving Luxoria to join them? Will you give up on the Badlands and your family? Because that’s what it feels like, Char. It feels like you want out, for good.” 
 
    Charolet opened her mouth to speak, her face stricken, but nothing came out. 
 
    Rielle waited for her answer. 
 
    “I’m not… I would never give up on you.” 
 
    “But you’ve given up on Tavia, haven’t you? You don’t trust her anymore. And Zee, the same thing. Have you forgotten that they survived the same atrocities you have? How they fought beside you in the Badlands? That they’re still fighting?” 
 
    I watched as Charolet absorbed her words, and I could see they went straight to her heart. She respected Rielle, and the female seemed to have a good mind about her. She would be perfect for Evander. Two thinkers. Put them together and what do you get? 
 
    More trouble, probably. 
 
    “They’re fighting for the wrong things,” Charolet argued. “They’re blinded by their bonds with the alphas. There is more for us than living in a castle while our homes get knocked down.” 
 
    Blinded by their bonds. Is that what my omega thought? That we made them weaker? 
 
    Rielle sighed. “No amount of restitution is enough for you. No number of promises to do better. Nothing Tavia or Zelene can do. None of it is enough, is it?” 
 
    “No.” Charolet threw up her hands. “I guess not.” 
 
    “What will be enough for you?” 
 
    Her throat bobbed with a hard swallow. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “All I know is I have to go to the Human Keep. I have to see for myself what is going on there. Maybe they have something we can bring back to help our people. Rielle, I want you to come with me.” 
 
    Rielle stared at her, and I recognized the expressions rolling across her face. Fear. Trepidation. And finally, a decision. “You have no idea what you’re asking of me,” she murmured nearly under her breath. 
 
    Charolet frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I will go to the Human Keep with you.” She looked at me. “Please tell me you have something for me to wear besides this dress.” 
 
    I nodded. “In the Humvee.” 
 
    Without another word, Rielle hiked up her skirt and crossed the sand to the vehicle, rummaging around inside for a uniform. 
 
    There was something suspicious about her reaction to traveling to the keep. I knew she wouldn’t do anything to put Charolet in danger, but something… my gut told me Rielle had a connection to the humans or the omegas who now lived there. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I would watch her. 
 
    Charolet turned to me, glaring. “This is your fault.” 
 
    Her absurd accusation pulled a laugh from me. “My fault? There is no reality in the world where this is my fault, woman.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, knowing I was right. “Maybe if we hadn’t sent your man. If I could have explained things first…” 
 
    “I don’t think it would have made Rielle any more ready or willing to cross the desert to the Keep.” The wind picked up and I reached over to brush a lock of blond hair from her face. In the distance I could hear the construction beginning in the Badlands. Oddly, the sound gave me some satisfaction, knowing that Dagger was keeping his word to help the omegas. Was it only because it mattered so much to my mate, or was I beginning to see the strength they could add to our pack? 
 
    Maybe it was both. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Charolet asked. 
 
    “Rielle doesn’t want to go to the keep. She’s only doing it for you.” 
 
    “You don’t think she’s concerned about the omegas there?” 
 
    I stared at the Humvee. The windows were darkened and I couldn’t see her inside where she was changing. Charolet’s touch gripped my chin lightly and she turned my face back to hers. It was almost a thoughtless move, a comfortable move, and my hand came up to shackle her wrist and keep her there. Her breath caught, but she tried to play it off by raising an expectant eyebrow. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I’m sure she cares about them as much as you do. I haven’t met an omega who doesn’t. But something feels… off. There’s something going on with her.” 
 
    Charolet stiffened, her chin jutting defensively. “There is nothing wrong with Rielle. Never even imply it, because the next time you do…” 
 
    “What?” I challenged, stepping closer. I didn’t realize I’d done it until our bodies brushed. “What will you do, omega?” 
 
    Her breath came harder, its heat hitting me in the sternum. “I won’t let you weaken her with unsubstantiated concerns. Rielle is strong. Brave. As much a fighter as any of us.” 
 
    “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” When she didn’t answer, I continued. “I don’t doubt her bravery, but there’s a connection between her and the keep, and whatever it is, could be dangerous. You should find out what she’s hiding.” 
 
    Charolet narrowed her gaze. “She wouldn’t hide anything from me. Especially something dangerous.” 
 
    “Maybe. I’ll await confirmation on that, omega.” 
 
    “I trust her. Mister. Alpha. Sir.” 
 
    The Humvee door slammed, breaking us apart. 
 
    Rielle frowned, looking between the two of us. “What’s going on here? Am I interrupting something?” 
 
    “No,” Charolet said quickly, brushing past me to the vehicle. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    I followed, marveling as Charolet gave Rielle the passenger seat. Before I could ask why, she was sliding behind the steering wheel. She slammed the door and leaned through the window. 
 
    “Give me the code. I’m driving.” 
 
    Oh. So, she expected me to take the backseat. 
 
    “I don’t think so, my little rebel.” 
 
    “You said I did good driving.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t say I’d let you drive me all the way across the desert.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ll take the first shift.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rielle whispered, but I heard her clearly. 
 
    Charolet wiggled her eyebrows, urging me to give her my code. I hesitated, measuring her. 
 
    “On one condition,” I said, and it earned me an eyeroll. The action unexpectedly set my skin on fire. My omega rolling her eyes made me want to kiss the hell out of her before punishing her with my hands all over her body. 
 
    “What condition?” 
 
    “You consider what we talked about.” 
 
    Her jaw went tight in defiance, but she wasn’t getting the code from me until she agreed. The question was, how bad did she want to win this little battle for control? 
 
    “Fine,” she ground out. 
 
    I nodded, “Fine,” and leaned into the vehicle, pressing against Charolet’s body as I tapped the code into the keypad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten
Charolet 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hell no.” Rielle turned to face Cassian. “You saw what she did in the armory. She drove straight through a wall.” 
 
    I met his gaze in the rearview mirror as I revved the engine.  
 
    “I trained her,” he said. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    My heart thundered as I pressed the clutch and put the massive truck into low gear. We lurched forward, and Rielle’s eyes widened. I couldn’t tell if it was fear or utter disbelief that Cassian was going along with this. As we rolled through the outskirts, the very worst parts of the Badlands, I got the vehicle under control. 
 
    Rielle didn’t relax as we continued our journey. She’d always been wary of the humans, but I didn’t expect this level of resistance.  
 
    Her accusation stung. I wasn’t turning my back on Zelene and Tavia, but I did feel like they were moving on without the rest of us. Their lives were bigger now, wrapped up in alpha politics. I had to make my mark in my own way. If we could pull a few lessons from the keep, and make life even better, that was an accomplishment. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Cassian rumbled from the backseat. He leaned forward, gripping each of the front seats with his big hands. If he gripped any tighter, he’d rip them out of the truck.  
 
    Clusters of omegas dotted the dessert, with bags slung over their shoulders. Some were carrying children.  
 
    “They’re fleeing the Badlands,” Rielle said. “They don’t understand what Tavia and Dagger are doing will make their lives better. Rumors are flying about the happy omegas in the keep, and everyone’s conveniently forgotten the humans also are responsible for the mutants they’ve sent back to attack their own kind.” 
 
    Would that have been me, if I hadn’t been able to convince Cassian to give us access to the truck? If he’d treated me as a prisoner? He’d given me much better treatment than I deserved. Certainly much better than I was used to.  
 
    I honked and waved, the truck swerving in the sand. 
 
    The omegas stared in astonishment and cheered when they saw who was leading the brigade. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Cassian was between the seats, with his hand on the wheel. “Don’t draw attention to us.” 
 
    “Why not?” I turned to him, and the truck swerved again, kicking up a massive cloud of dust.  
 
    “Stop the truck. Now,” he growled. “Your shift is over.”  
 
    I had half a mind to ignore him, but the alpha was close to tearing me out of the seat and taking my place.  
 
    Our bodies bucked forward as the truck stopped short in the sand. My furious heartbeat drummed in my ears, and a chorus of cries grew louder. 
 
    “They think we stopped for them.” Rielle had turned around. “Unless you plan to grow your army with a band of rogue omegas, make this switch quick.” 
 
    I stared at the omegas running toward us in horror. If I was true to my word, I’d let them come with us. But if they traveled with an alpha and omega from the queen’s court, they could assume we’d guarantee them safe passage. We barely had enough supplies for us… 
 
    And I had nothing to offer them but conspiracy theories and empty promises. 
 
    “Charolet,” Cassian barked the word. “Get out of the driver’s seat.” 
 
    I stared at him, open-mouthed. “Yes, mister alpha sir.”  
 
    My legs were jelly as I climbed into the backseat. The omegas were closer now, close enough that I could see their faces. 
 
    Cassian shifted into high gear immediately, and the omegas were obscured by the dust the rear wheels kicked up as we left.  
 
    “Wait,” I pleaded. “We’re leaving them behind.” If I could see their faces, they most certainly saw mine. They’d know I’d abandoned them. The keep was far, even in the truck. The omegas would die out here if they didn’t have the proper supplies, which would be a miracle for any omega under the best circumstances.  
 
    “I agreed to bring you to the keep so you could conduct your research. I did not agree to lead an omega revolution.” His knuckles whitened as he tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “I will not overstep another alpha’s leadership in his district.” 
 
    “That’s the problem with alphas. They’re all too willing to step aside and let someone else take care of it.” I crashed against the backseat. “Maybe if someone had the brass tacks to stand up for us, we wouldn’t be making this trip at all.” 
 
    Cassian stopped the truck. He’d driven so fast the omegas were out of sight now. He turned around, lines creasing around his narrowed eyes, the gray streak in the front of his dark hair almost the same color as the ocean of sand threatening to swallow us.  
 
    “I could’ve thrown you into the dungeon for the stunt you pulled in the armory. But I didn’t. I taught you how to drive one of these damn things. It had nothing to do with this trip, Charolet. I want you to be able to defend yourself. It’s not my say what happens in the Badlands. We have a chain of command, too. I have to protect my people.” 
 
    I looked away from him. “You keep saying that.”  
 
    “Why are you helping us, Cassian?” Rielle was the only cool head in the truck. “Zelene is already distraught about not being able to find Charolet. I told her you took her… Anyway, once word gets back to the Badlands omegas have spotted us, all hell will break loose. Don’t think Tavia and Dagger won’t catch wind of this. So tell me, what’s in it for you? Charolet probably didn’t ask, since she’s preoccupied with what’s in it for her.” 
 
    I gasped. “RiRi.”  
 
    She gave me one of her signature smiles. I’d seen her use it many times to get her own way. Manipulation was one of her favorite weapons too. 
 
    “You’ve always been unstoppable when you’ve wanted something, Char. Now you’ve been given the means to make it happen. It wasn’t an insult. But now that we’re equal with this alpha, there’s no harm in asking him what his motivation is.” 
 
    Cassian softened, and he smiled at her, but in his expression was something I wasn’t familiar with. An air of respect. He’d given it to me too, but I hadn’t realized what it was. Whatever he was up to, this alpha had not underestimated us.  
 
    “If there’s a way to make Luxoria better, it’s my duty to bring it to the king’s attention. Charolet claims life is better for omegas in the Human Keep. I was there with her on her last visit, but I did not speak to the omega. I was distracted by Rupert, their leader. It’s in our best interest to encourage the omegas to return to Luxoria and fight for us.” 
 
    He wiggled the shift column and the truck moved again.  
 
    “Then why don’t you want those omegas to know you’re with us?” she asked. 
 
    “We can’t help all of them. Not right now. There’s another conclusion they could come to, as word spreads back to the Badlands and eventually Luxoria. They could think this is a declaration of war, and that we plan to attack the keep. So we better get there and explain ourselves before someone else does it for us.” 
 
    Shit. I never thought of that. It was almost impossible for me to think of the big picture because I’d spent so long fighting to survive. As much as I didn’t agree with the way the reconstruction project was being handled, I didn’t want to bring more attacks to the city.  
 
    The alphas would lose faith in us. Our reputation as lesser creatures who couldn’t be trusted with simple freedoms would be the reason. When I came up with this plan, it hadn’t been my way or Zelene and Tavia’s way. I figured they’d live happily ever after in the castle, and I’d find a better life elsewhere. 
 
    The plan was backfiring. 
 
    Not only because it troubled so many people I cared about, but because it also didn’t allow for a future with Cassian. And the more time I spent with him, the more I didn’t think I wanted to live without him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The last time we arrived in the keep, I’d expected to be immediately torn apart by mutant wolves. Omegas that used to be friends. Even after a favorable first visit, the old trepidation returned as Cassian tucked the Humvee into an alleyway between two huge buildings.  
 
    He climbed out of the truck, seeming familiar with his surroundings.  
 
    “This is it?” I asked, taking his hand as he guided me out of the truck. 
 
    “Welcome to the Keep. You won’t have a chance to see how your omega friends are truly living if we call on Rupert.”  
 
    Rielle shook her head when Cassian opened her door. I would never admit it out loud, but she seemed scared. 
 
    “What’s the matter, RiRi?”  
 
    She pursed her lips. “What if we want to leave and we can’t?”  
 
    “If anyone hurts either of you, I won’t hesitate to start a war.” Cassian held his hand out to her, and my heart melted. Shit. This was not the time to fall for anyone, especially an alpha general.  
 
    “The omegas here may not have heard of the changes in the Badlands, and they’ll consider a visit from an alpha an act of war,” Rielle said softly, but she took his hand and climbed out of the truck. “And we’ll look like traitors, defending him. They’ll take us to their jails—” 
 
    “We don’t know if they have jails,” I interrupted. I definitely didn’t think this plan through. “Just because we were treated like savages when we misbehaved in the Badlands doesn’t mean that’s true everywhere.” 
 
    Cassian didn’t confirm or deny Rielle’s claim. He unbuttoned his leather jacket, folded it in half, and laid it on the passenger seat before he closed the door. Now he was only wearing a skin tight undershirt that looked like it was painted against his muscles. He might have been older than the rest of the generals, but he hadn’t lost any strength. 
 
    He was absolutely breathtaking. 
 
    “I’ll blend in a little better like this,” he said.  
 
    Yeah, right.  
 
    He turned to me. “Okay, Charolet. Show us what you think is so great about the Human Keep.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven
Cassian 
 
      
 
    The Human Keep was just as I remembered it. Except this time we weren’t walking in the front door to a parade of mutant guards. I led Charolet and Rielle through a cut portion of the rusted chain link fence that surrounded the farthest outskirts of what used to be a great city in the days before the Great Dust Storm and resulting solar flares brought a thriving civilization to a halt. 
 
    Charolet hissed as she passed through, and shook out her hand before staring down at her palm. “Damn it. Cut myself.” 
 
    “Let me see.” I took her hand, spreading her fingers wide. A dark red line ran down the center. 
 
    “Here,” Rielle said as she ripped a strip of fabric from her undershirt and passed it over. I used it to wipe the blood away, but my heart stilled as I noticed brown fleck in the wound. Rust. Shit. She would need medicine to make sure the tarnished metal didn’t poison her. 
 
    “We’ll find medicine,” I said, under my breath. 
 
    “It’s fine.” Charolet pulled her hand away, and I found her eyes.  
 
    “There are flecks of rust in your wound.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she insisted. “I’ve had worse in the Badlands.” 
 
    “You always say that,” I shot off, angry that she was hurt, once again. First her head, now this. Was she determined to forever be in danger? 
 
    “Because it’s true,” she snapped back. 
 
    I met Rielle’s concerned gaze, but she said nothing. 
 
    “Let’s move,” I grumbled. 
 
    The closest building was only a few feet away from the fence and there were no guards in sight. Most of them would be preoccupied watching the main road into the keep, or scouting the desert. I wasn’t sure where to look for the omegas, but my gut told me not to think like an alpha Weren. 
 
    Getting my bearings, I headed for the least decrepit building I could find. The mutants, or Elite, as Rupert had called them, were housed in the main facility along with the human generals. The rundown concrete building with its broken fountain out front and steel walls inside, was considered the most opulent of dwellings in the Human Keep. But I suspected the other omegas were given the next most comfortable accommodations. 
 
    The question was… should I look for comfortable by Luxorian standards or Badlands standards? How far had these humans gone to woo the omegas? 
 
    “Where are we going?” Charolet asked. 
 
    I didn’t answer immediately. “Looking for omegas.” 
 
    “In there?” She gestured to the scrolling façade of an ancient gambling place. It looked the most untouched out of all the buildings I’d seen. Yet also the least secure. 
 
    “Didn’t Rupert say the omegas lived in comfort? We should look in the nicest areas first.” 
 
    Rielle shivered. “Nice areas. What nice areas?” 
 
    Charolet shook her head. “Omegas don’t want comfort. They want safety.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with both?” Rielle muttered. 
 
    “We should look for them in secure places.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re wrong about that, little rebel, because secure places are much harder to sneak into.” 
 
    Charolet scanned our surroundings. “What about that one over there?” I followed her outstretched arm to a point across several abandoned roadways. It wouldn’t be easy to get to. There was a lot of rubble for us to climb and if we ran into any mutants… 
 
    I found Charolet’s gaze. “You sure?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted, “but it’s as good a place as any to start.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s go.” 
 
    Leading the way, I plotted out a path around the ruins of buildings and ancient signage. Glass shards jutted out precariously, and I did my best to guide the females around them. My omega probably didn’t appreciate my looking out for her, but my alpha instincts insisted I protect my mate. 
 
    I grabbed Charolet’s arm to help her avoid a steel bar in our path and she stumbled backward, catching herself on my chest. I expected her to reel back, curse me for getting in her way. It’s your fault, she would say as she tipped her chin up in defiance. 
 
    Except she did none of that. 
 
    She gave in to my hold, leaning against me as she found her footing. My arms cradled her, and it was the first time we’d been this close. I couldn’t believe how absolutely right it felt to have her against me like this, her hot body molding to my chest. The animal locked inside me rumbled its appreciation. Mine. For the first time, I wondered if our mating was as doomed as I thought it to be. 
 
    Charolet held her breath as her eyes slowly moved upward to find mine. When our gazes clashed, it wasn’t with challenge or anger. It was something else. Something that made my chest throb and my cock grow hard with desire. There was a softness in her stare, and when she looked at me like that, at me… it made me want to break every rule in existence to have her. 
 
    Rielle cleared her throat, and like a mirage flickering to reality, Charolet’s tender expression vanished. She straightened, continuing toward our destination. 
 
    The next time I reached to move her away from danger, she jerked away from me. “I got it,” she snapped. 
 
    Grinding my jaw, I refused to acknowledge how her recoil stung. She didn’t want to feel things for me, but that moment, that small breath of time, was proof that she did. 
 
    As we approached the building she had pointed out, I began to look for an entrance. It was a sturdy place. The crumbing walls had been fortified with iron and newer materials. The windows weren’t lying in shards on the ground. In the light of day we couldn’t see inside, but I suspected my mate might be right about omegas living here. 
 
    “Char, look!” Rielle exclaimed. “Is that…” 
 
    “Jacoby!” Charolet’s face lit up like fireworks, and I followed her gaze to the alleyway beside the building. I recognized the omega from our last visit. He had convinced Tavia and Charolet that the omegas were in the keep willingly. Now I noticed he carried weapons strapped to his arms and waist, and held an air of authority. 
 
    His gaze landed on the two omega females and his face spread wide in a smile. “Charolet. Rielle. You came! Are the others here? Tavia?” He stopped abruptly when his eyes landed on me. His expression turned hard and his hand settled on the gun at his hips. My inner animal bucked up at the challenge of a weaker Weren, but I wrangled it down, not wanting to cause a scene that would attract the mutants. “You brought an alpha,” he snarled. 
 
    “Jacoby, no. Listen, it’s okay,” Charolet started. “Cassian is—” 
 
    “A goddamned alpha,” the omega spat, his eyes turning crazed. Something was wrong. 
 
    “Char…” Rielle warned, backing away. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Charolet said, laughing nervously. “Jacoby, calm down. I can explain.” 
 
    The hair at the back of my neck prickled. Danger, my instincts screamed. Mate is in danger. Charolet was too close to the omega, and his hand was too firm on that gun. My eyes tracked his every minute move, waiting… watching… 
 
    I wouldn’t let him hurt her. 
 
    Charolet huffed and stepped forward as if to approach the omega, and I couldn’t shackle my instincts any longer. With a roar, I lunged in front of her, desperate to keep her from getting closer to danger. 
 
    Jacoby drew his gun. 
 
    Pointed it at Charolet. 
 
    My wolf went blind with rage, shredding my insides in an attempt to get free of my body. 
 
    BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. 
 
    And a wolf roared to life, snapping and snarling, ready to fight. Ready to protect. 
 
    But to my surprise, the animal wasn’t mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen
Charolet 
 
      
 
    Heat rocketed my body when Jacoby lifted the barrel of the gun. At first, I thought he’d shoot Cassian. The alpha. The enemy. He was so wrong. Cassian wasn’t the enemy, but I didn’t have time to explain. 
 
    Because the gun was pointed at me.  
 
    He thought…  
 
    I didn’t have time to figure it out as my skin melted away, and my wolf emerged, ripping my clothes away from my body. Jacoby thought I’d brought trouble to the keep. He was probably right. But if I died here, he only thought he knew what trouble was. Cassian would make misery rain down on him in a way that would make him pine for the good old days in the Badlands. 
 
    A momentary doubt played at my mind. Would Cassian care? Or would the alpha let me die here, in this wasted place, hated by people who used to be my friends? 
 
    “Charolet!” Rielle shrieked.  
 
    The barrel of the gun shook in Jacoby’s grip. He used both hands to steady it. I had to assume he finally had access to the silver bullets the guards always used to threaten omegas with. The kind that could shatter our bones and poison our blood.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cassian put his hand on Rielle’s arm. But I couldn’t take my gaze off Jacoby, not even for a second. That was when I noticed his eyes were red and his skin gray.  
 
    “What has he done to you, Char, that you’d choose to protect him over your own kind?” Jacoby’s mouth settled into an ugly snarl, and now the gun was trained on Cassian.  
 
    I growled.  
 
    “He didn’t do anything,” Rielle said. “Please, Jacoby. Put the gun down.” 
 
    “We can settle this like Weren, omega.” Cassian said.  
 
    “Damn straight we will,” Jacoby said before he fired.  
 
    Rielle’s scream triggered the thunder of bootfall as other omegas, and probably a few humans, came running. I didn’t care about any of them. 
 
    The black shirt hid the color of the blood, but nothing could contain the wetness blossoming under Cassian’s left shoulder. Jacoby had missed his heart.   
 
    Cassian stood stalk still, his gaze bore into the man who shot him. “You made a big mistake, wolf.” 
 
    “A little silver is all it takes to make us equal.” Jacoby let out an ugly chuckle. “Did you bring your prisoners here to lure us back to your hell? Things are different here in the keep, alpha. And it’s about time you learn how to heel.”  
 
    He motioned with the gun that he wanted Cassian to get on his knees. The coppery scent of his blood burned my super sensitive wolf senses.  
 
    My alpha would kneel for no wolf. 
 
    My alpha… What the— 
 
    “Don’t do it, Jacoby,” an omega I didn’t recognize warned. “Killing an alpha will have consequences that none of us are prepared to deal with.” 
 
    The side of his mouth quirked up in the ugliest smirk. In that moment, Jacoby wasn’t my friend. I wasn’t even sure he could be considered omega. He was a living breathing machine with one mission. 
 
    “I’ve been planning for this my whole life.” His finger curled around the trigger and I pounced. The impact of the bullet leaving the barrel sent us backward onto the ground. He fired multiple shots. 
 
    I had to keep Jacoby down. 
“Cassian!” I cried, having no idea if he’d be able to understand me when I was in my wolf form. But Rielle would.  
 
    She was in between two omegas, and they each held her by the arm. She struggled between them.  
 
    “Someone needs to help him.” Rielle’s voice was little more than a breath.  
 
    “Cassian.” I turned to see him on the ground, clutching his chest. I lunged at Jacoby, my lips peeling back and my fangs so close to the flesh on his neck. But someone pulled me back by the scruff. 
 
    “Your alpha will never make it out of the keep alive.”  Jacoby’s eyes were wild. Not omega, not human. They were something they shouldn’t be.  
 
    “If he doesn’t survive…” I didn’t know what I’d do. Chances were excellent I’d spend the rest of my life in the dungeon if I returned to Luxoria without Cassian, and had to explain he was dead because of me.  
 
    “Choosing an alpha over your own,” Jacoby clicked his tongue as he stood over me. “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure you’ll never do that again.” 
 
    The entire front of Cassian’s shirt shined with blood, and some of it began to stain the ground below him. I roared, jumping off Jacoby when a group of omegas descended on his body and started dragging him away. 
 
    “Charolet!” Rielle cried.  
 
    A tranquilizer gun was pointed at me, but the dart was in my skin before I could move.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen
Cassian 
 
      
 
    “Cassian.” Charolet’s horrified scream reverberated through my mind. Even in her wolf form, I could sense her desperation to get to me. I reached for her, realizing how much blood was flowing down my arm to my fingertips. 
 
    Jacoby said something I couldn’t understand and Charolet’s wolf lunged at him, pinning him to the ground. 
 
    I growled, rolling onto my side to help her. Mate is in danger. I would kill Jacoby if I could only get my hands on him. 
 
    “Stay still, alpha,” a voice hissed through the melee. A group of omegas surrounded me but I quickly picked out the one speaking. It was an older woman I didn’t recognize. So, one who didn’t work in the castle during the Division. 
 
    “I won’t,” I snarled, trying to fight them off. “My mate… my… Char…” My vision was going cross, but I caught the firm frown on the older lady’s face. 
 
    “He won’t hurt her,” she rasped. “You, on the other hand, are in danger. Be still, and trust me.” 
 
    Trust an omega. After what had just happened? 
 
    “His wounds are deep,” she told another one, “but nothing his beast can’t heal from the inside.” 
 
    “You were right to switch out the bullets, June,” a faceless voice murmured. “If one of us had killed an alpha… we wouldn’t stand a chance of getting out of here.” 
 
    “I know.” The older omega, June, stared down at me as if I couldn’t hear her. “Still might not. Let’s get him somewhere safe.” 
 
    Things became fuzzy as I was shuffled onto a gurney and wheeled through the dim hallways of the omega barracks. I struggled to keep conscious as my wolf began healing some of the damage to my body. Normally, I would sleep off battle wounds but I couldn’t succumb to that healing slumber now. Not when I was being wheeled farther and farther away from Charolet. 
 
    “Char…” I croaked, grabbing the woman’s arm with bloody fingers. “I need to protect mine.” 
 
    “There are others like us watching,” June said. “They will see that she isn’t harmed.” 
 
    “She doesn’t need someone watching her,” the other voice said gruffly. I couldn’t tell if it was male or female. “She can take care of herself. She is omega.” 
 
    June raised an eyebrow. “Yes, but that means several different things these days.” 
 
    “True,” the other one eventually agreed. 
 
    Sharp pain ricocheted through my chest and I let out a groan, tensing. Soon the human part of me would be at war with the animal part. It would continue that way until I slept. Or was healed. Whichever came first. 
 
    “We need to remove the bullets before his ridiculous animal heals around them.” 
 
    “Yes, but he will no doubt fight us. A wounded animal is dangerous, but a wounded alpha… we might not live to see that liberation we always dreamed about.” 
 
    June stared down at me. “We have to try.” 
 
    There was a long silence. If it wasn’t for the pain my animal was inflicting on me, I would have thought I’d blacked out. 
 
    “We could give him the juice.” 
 
    June’s head snapped up to glare at her counterpart. “No.” 
 
    “It will be safer that way,” the other one hissed, and I turned to see who it was. This omega was young. Barely more than a child, small in stature, with hair cut short. My wolf was preoccupied otherwise I might have been able to scent whether they were male or female. Something about them… 
 
    June’s harsh “No,” brought my attention back to her. 
 
    “They say it won’t work on alphas anyways,” the other one argued. “That their body composition is too strong. They burn it off too fast.” 
 
    “Then what would be the point in giving it to him?” June snapped. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I snarled through my weakness. “Either that or give me a goddamn bed so I can heal. I don’t care. I just need to get back to my mate.” 
 
    June’s expression turned grim. “Alpha, you won’t be getting back to your mate any time soon. There is much to tell you.” 
 
    “It can wait.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you understand. The king is in danger.” 
 
    I stared at her, wincing as each heartbeat throbbed against my insides. Adalai was in danger. Fine, but he had a whole troop of guards to protect him, and he was a formidable fighter himself. My Charolet had no one but Rielle. 
 
    “My mate,” I ground out. 
 
    “Not just the king,” June continued. “The entire Weren kingdom.” 
 
    The kingdom, my people. Shit. Was fate really going to make me choose between my female and the entire Weren population? 
 
    My animal made the choice for me. 
 
    “Mate first.” The words barely escaped my lips before pain ripped a roar from my chest. 
 
    The gurney jerked to a stop and nearby, a door slammed. I blinked, and the other omega’s face appeared before my eyes. The expression it held was half desperate half angry. 
 
    “Listen to me,” the omega barked. “All you can think about is your mate. But here’s the cruel twist. There won’t be a Luxoria left to live happily ever after in, if you don’t do something. There is a beta faction within the city preparing to rebel. They are vast and they will strike from the inside unless you can stop them.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I am one of them. I was sent here to form an alliance with the humans. We couldn’t have known what was happening here. Not until… not…” The omega glanced at June and that’s when I realized what my wolf was missing. 
 
    The other omega wasn’t an omega at all. 
 
    “You’re beta.” 
 
    “I am. Now, are you going to help us or not?” 
 
    A beta had come to the human keep to make an alliance. A traitor to the crown. 
 
    “Who is us?” I growled, furious. 
 
    The beta looked at June and then back to me. 
 
    “Your people. All of them.” 
 
    Oh, I was going to help them all right. I was going to rip this place apart until I found Charolet, and then I was going to run like hell to Luxoria to expose the beta faction. 
 
    “Give me the fucking juice.” 
 
    My wolf was furious and clawing me from the inside. 
 
    June nodded, her expression solemn. “One dose,” she told the beta. “Nothing more. And when we’re done cutting the bullets out, we tell him the rest.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “The rest of what?” I asked, but a small cup of yellow liquid was pressed to my lips before I could get an answer, and that was only the beginning of the nasty shit I would swallow over the next four hours. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen
Cassian 
 
    
I paced the small room in the omega barracks, trying to burn off the remains of the drug I was given before June and the beta, Alix, pried six goddamned bullets from my healing chest. A type of mead laced with something that made my wolf cringe but did far worse to omegas… and the one beta who had tried it. 
 
    The juice they called it for slang. 
 
    Juice my ass. 
 
    “It took me six weeks to get clean,” Alix murmured. “June, eight. And here, you are. Fine after just a few hours.” 
 
    June nodded. “This is good. There’s no time to waste.” 
 
    Back and forth, back and forth. Each step brought me out of the haze, made my mind clearer. 
 
    My wolf was okay, my body was healed. My heart however, was crawling with worry over Charolet. June assured me she was safe and sleeping somewhere. But what if she’d been given the same mead? 
 
    “Tell me again what it does to omegas.” 
 
    “It starts out kind of nice,” June sighed, her voice sounding haunted. “You feel good. Fulfilled. Like when you’ve had a big meal, which is so rare in the Badlands, that feeling.” She shook her head. “But it’s more than that. You feel energized. Strong. Vibrant, when before you were only dull. It sharpens your senses.” 
 
    “It takes a few doses for the addiction to kick in,” Alix said. 
 
    “Doses?” 
 
    “Transfusions. They hook you up to a machine and pump you full of that shit.” 
 
    “You let them do that to you?” 
 
    Alix tossed out a wry smile, appearing older than I’d thought. “Yeah. You want it. It feels good. Didn’t you think it felt good, alpha?” 
 
    “No.” I shook out my shoulders. “It felt unnatural. It felt…” 
 
    Alix raised an eyebrow. “Powerful?” 
 
    I ignored that and turned back to June. “Continue.” 
 
    “Well, after a few trips to the chairs—” 
 
    “Chairs?” 
 
    “That’s what we call the transfusion machines.” 
 
    “Oh.” God. If Charolet was hooked up to one of those chairs— 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” June said. “But she won’t be given a transfusion yet. She was shot with a tranquilizer. She’ll be out for a day at least.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief that threatened to bring me to my knees. If my omega was sleeping, she’d be safe from the juice. 
 
    “Go on,” I ground out, returning to my pacing. 
 
    “After a few trips to the chairs, your body starts to change.” 
 
    “The mutants?” 
 
    June shook her head. “Not like that. Not yet. That’s the next level. Only the most promising candidates become Elite. No, your body changes on the inside. Something happens to our animals. It represses them somehow, leaving them partially dormant. Much like…” 
 
    “Like the unmated alpha beasts.” Like his own animal that couldn’t shift. 
 
    “And the betas,” Alix added. 
 
    “But even though we don’t physically shift, our beasts are very much alive inside.” 
 
    “Ours too,” June continued. “The animal fights the drug while the human becomes addicted.” I remembered the way Jacoby’s eyes changed. The crazed expression just before he pulled the gun on Charolet. “The ones who fight hard enough, and prove their strength, move on to become Elite. The others… well… let me show you. Come with me.” 
 
    She headed for the door that would take us into the hallway, and I followed her. The lighting in the corridor was dim, but I could make out the paisley pattern of old wallpaper that was peeling in places. This building hadn’t been cared for like the one I’d visited before, with Dagger and Tavia. 
 
    We stepped into an elevator that had to be hand cranked. With Alix’s help, I brought us up to the seventh floor. The doors opened to a wide common room that looked like it took up at least half of the floor. It was full of omegas in various states of consciousness, some slouched in chairs, others lying on couches. In the farthest corner was a long row of beds, each with a patient. Small machines pumped yellow fluid through tubes draining yellow fluid into ports on their shoulders. Other omegas milled about, seemingly caring for the sick ones. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked. 
 
    “This is where we care for the broken ones,” June explained. “This is what happens to the omegas who fail to meet the requirements for the Elite program.” She walked forward, and again, I followed her, pausing when she stopped at a chair. 
 
    A small female, younger than myself, sat slumped there, her expression hazy as she blinked to focus on us. June brushed the hair back from her face and I could see the red-rimmed gaze I was becoming familiar with. 
 
    “Hello, Martha,” June murmured. “How are you today?” 
 
    Martha smiled lazily. “Better,” she slurred. “Just had my dose, so I’m… I’m… better.” 
 
    I frowned. “They gave her juice?” 
 
    June nodded, and Martha’s eyes got big. 
 
    “Juice? Do you have any?” she asked me, suddenly coming out of her fog. “I just had my dose and they won’t give me anymore, but if you have some… wait, are you human? You’re human, right? Please.” She reached for my arm but I kept it out of reach. “Please, take me to the Elite. I need more juice. I need it.” Her voice had risen to a screech. 
 
    I imagined Charolet slumped in one of these chairs, the life drained from her eyes until someone mentioned the drug. It twisted my stomach, thinking what could have happened to her if she’d come here alone. If she hadn’t wrecked that Humvee. If I hadn’t caught her and agreed to return with her. 
 
    “Shh,” June murmured, pushing Martha back to her seat. She nodded at a nearby omega and the male brought a medicine cup with hardly more than a drop of the yellow substance, pressing it to Martha’s lips as we walked away. 
 
    “She starts detox tomorrow,” Alix explained, gesturing to the beds. “We only have so many drip machines, so many beds. It’s a slow process, but little by little, the omegas return to their former selves.” 
 
    June nodded. “As we get clean, our numbers grow. There are currently one hundred and three unqualified omegas, but only thirty-seven of us clean and healthy. The ones who’ve been through the process, like myself and Alix, help the ones who are broken.” 
 
    “And more sick are brought in every day.” 
 
    “The humans know this is here?” My mind spun with the implications. What did they intend to do with these people? 
 
    “Yes. As do our fellow omegas.” 
 
    I looked at Alix. “The beta traitors?” 
 
    “They know nothing. They… we… our motivations were misguided. We saw only that omegas might become equal to us, or we might even become obsolete altogether. We couldn’t see the bigger picture.” Alix’s expression grew grim. “I suspect there will be much pain in our future because of these decisions.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. King Adalai’s mother died as a result of an omega traitor. No doubt, he would deal harshly with the beta faction. 
 
    “Why not return to the Badlands? The king has put an omega, Tavia, in charge of the rebuilding. You would be cared for there.” 
 
    June and Alix shared a look. “We are not permitted to leave the keep once we enter. That is the agreement we enter into upon arriving. Several have tried to escape…” 
 
    “They didn’t make it,” Alix finished. 
 
    June stepped closer, her voice going urgent. “You are the first sign of hope we’ve had. You are an alpha. You can help us.” 
 
    “You’re the only one who can help us,” Alix emphasized. “And… at the same time, fulfill your duty to the king.” 
 
    “Alix.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Alix hissed at June. “The betas are rising up, and he has sworn to protect the king. He can’t do that if he stays here.” 
 
    They both stared at me, awaiting my decision. 
 
    I was pulled in too many directions. It divided me into too many pieces, my mind and heart and soul scattering. 
 
    My mind repeated my father’s chants about duty and honor and laws. Keep your promises to Adalai. 
 
    My heart told me to stay and find Charolet. Save her, your mate. The one you need, the one you long for. 
 
    My soul bound me to the Weren at its very core. I was alpha, meant to lead and protect. Your people are everything. Help your people. 
 
    In the end, one thing made my decision. 
 
    Charolet. 
 
    I imagined how she would feel if we traded places. If she walked into this room and saw what I saw. If she witnessed for herself, the way the humans made the omegas suffer under false pretenses. How she would feel if Martha had grabbed her arm, desperate for a little juice. 
 
    My omega would raise hell to free them. She would risk her own safety, her own life, to help her people. How could I, being her mate, do any different? I could never walk out of this room and back to her, with my head held high, knowing I’d left her people to suffer. 
 
    Our people. All of them. 
 
    “I will return to Luxoria and prepare an army,” I said. “We will come for you, like we did before, except this time…” We wouldn’t be turned away with easy lies. It was time to redeem the kingdom and save our omegas. For good. “This time, we will bring you home.” 
 
    The relief on June’s face, the trust she held there for me, an alpha, was unexpected and spoke to how badly she’d had it here in the keep. 
 
    “But first, I need to speak to Charolet.” 
 
    Alix shook her head. “She was tranq’ed, remember?” 
 
    Shit. She would be unconscious for a while. If I hurried, perhaps I could make it back here before she woke. 
 
    “Rielle, then. I need to speak with Rielle.” 
 
    Alix glanced at June and they both nodded. “I can take you to her.” Alix stalked to a nearby cabinet and pulled out a hooded jacket. “You’ll need this.” 
 
    Some time later, we moved through the shadows of the human keep like silent wraiths. Alix was stealthy and knew shortcuts I couldn’t have maneuvered on my own. Eventually we entered another omega barracks and wound through a similar rundown hallway. 
 
    “Through there,” Alix whispered, pointing to an open entrance at the end. “She will be with the other recruits. Look for your chance, and make it brief. Also. Make sure she keeps it a secret.” 
 
    I nodded, stepping into the shadows of a crumbling statue while Alix backed away. 
 
    “Leave the same way you came in, through the fence. They don’t watch over there because we have trackers now.” Flashing a wrist to show me, I could see a green blinking light through the thin skin there. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Alix gave me one final nod, one that conveyed too much hope, more than the traitor beta would have wanted me to see, and disappeared into the stairwell. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time passed before Rielle stumbled into the dark hall, looking for a bathroom. Right away, I could tell she was disoriented, and my throat burned with fury knowing the reason why. 
 
    Juice. They’d already dosed her. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Cassian!” she blurted when she saw me. “You were very, very bloody. Are you okay? Are you here? Am I seeing things? I can’t tell.” She frowned when I shushed her. 
 
    “I have to go away for a little while.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Her face turned sad and her lower lip actually trembled. “Are you dying? Is that why I’m seeing you? Or…” Her eyes went wide. “You’re a ghost aren’t you? Oh no, you’re a ghost.” Her expression collapsed in despair. “Charolet is going to be so sad when she finds out. This is just awful. She really likes you, I can tell.” 
 
    Her admission surprised me. She was definitely under the influence if she was talking about Charolet’s feelings. Damn it. 
 
    “Now what will she do with her broken heart.” Rielle giggled and hiccuped. 
 
    “What the hell is funny about that?” 
 
    “I just imagined her carrying around a shattered heart, all the little pieces slipping through her fingers. Can you imagine that? Charolet dropping all her perfect pieces.” Her expression sobered. “That’s… that’s sad. Not funny. Cassian, what’s wrong with me?” 
 
    I didn’t have time to explain. 
 
    “Listen to me, Rielle. I need you to pay very close attention.” 
 
    She nodded, growing more and more concerned. More normal, less dazed. Good, this meant there was still time to help her before she turned into another Martha. 
 
    “I have to go, but I’m coming back. I’m coming back for you all. Until I do, you need to stay away from the mead. Do you hear me? Stay away from the mead.” 
 
    “Oh… o-okay.” 
 
    “I need you tell Charolet when she wakes up.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    I stared hard at her. It was better that she didn’t know. Just in case Jacoby or the humans discovered my plan. 
 
    “I won’t be long. You must tell Charolet. Repeat what I said.” 
 
    “You are coming back for her.” 
 
    “Yes. And…” 
 
    “And stay away from the mead.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    But even as she said it, her eyes were wandering back to the room she’d just left. I had a feeling she would forget the most important part of my message. 
 
    My chest throbbed at the idea of leaving Charolet to this. Alone, with all this. My wolf needed her near, needed to know without a doubt that she was okay. 
 
    My animal would have to wait. 
 
    Leaving was the only acceptable choice. Helping the people she—we—cared about was the only acceptable choice. 
 
    Charolet was reckless but she wasn’t stupid. I was going to have to trust my omega enough to leave her. The reality was, I was leaving half of my goddamned heart with her, and I wouldn’t get it back until she was safe by my side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen
Charolet 
 
      
 
    The bed I woke up in was so comfortable I thought I was back at Cassian’s outpost cabin. Disoriented, I stretched, and every muscle screamed in protest. 
 
    It was all coming back to me. 
 
    I’d shifted. I’d been shot.  
 
    Cassian…what happened to Cassian?  
 
    Bolting upright, I scanned my surroundings. It didn’t look like anywhere I’d ever been before. A bright white room with windows close to the high ceiling. Sparse furniture, and a freshly made bed on the other wall.  
 
    And no sign of the alpha. My heart lurched when I realized he wasn’t with me.  
 
    But Rielle was. With her head at the other end of my bed, and her feet near my pillow, she snored softly. 
 
    I took a quick peek at my bare skin under the sheet. No sign of the wound. Shifting was good for erasing damning evidence like that. Now I couldn’t be sure if I was shot with a tranquilizer gun or one of those silver bullets.  
 
    No sign of my clothes, either. Tucking the sheet under my armpits, I rattled Rielle’s calf. “Ri, wake up.”  
 
    She groaned, and pulled a ball of blankets closer to her, but made no attempt to open her eyes. 
 
    “Rielle,” I said it with more force this time.  
 
    Another whine as her eyes fluttered open. “Hey, Char, you’re human again.” 
 
    I must’ve woken her from a deep sleep, because she was slurring her words like the time Zelene smuggled a bottle of wine out of the castle kitchen by hiding it under her skirt. Rielle patted my leg and put her head down on it. 
 
    I jerked my leg out from underneath her head. “Where are we?” 
 
    That earned me a scowl.  
 
    “In the keep.” She sat up and exaggerated her stretch, accompanied by an audible yawn. “Oh! You have clothes. I was supposed to tell you that.” 
 
    I considered the neatly folded pile on the table next to the bed. It looked to be a light linen top and bottom. I appreciated someone had thought to leave them for me.  
 
    She giggled. 
 
    That was when I noticed her eyes. They were rimmed with red, like Jacoby’s had been. That happened, right? My memory was fuzzy and I couldn’t exactly ask Rielle for a play by play until I figured out why the hell her eyes were red. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She drew back like I’d offended her. “I answered your questions, didn’t I?” 
 
    Okay, that was a little more like Rielle. I eyed the bars over the high windows before I reached for the clothes. “Are we in jail?”  
 
    It was totally possible, after the warm welcome we’d received. 
 
    “No.” She tipped her face up, and she glowed in the sunshine. “This building used to be a hotel but they repurposed it to be an—” she yawned again, totally unlike her. Rielle was usually the first one out of bed in the morning. “—omega barracks.” 
 
    “Doesn’t exactly sound like home sweet home.” I stood and fastened the pants. They were way too big. Zelene had ordered the castle kitchen staff to feed us until we couldn’t eat anymore. But after years of fighting to survive, I didn’t have much of an appetite. “Are we free to leave these barracks?” 
 
    Rielle thought about it for a moment and shrugged.  
 
    “Let’s find out. You can tell me what happened as you give me the tour.” I pulled her off the bed by her arm. I wasn’t sure which one of us was more conspicuous. Me in my bunker issued linens or her in her leather pants and belted jacket that pretty much screamed Property of Luxoria. 
 
    I had to remind myself this wasn’t enemy territory. Wasn’t supposed to be, anyway. But we were greeted by the wrong end of more than one gun when we arrived. And by Jacoby. Damn. He was our friend. He should’ve given us the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    But would I have given him the same luxury if the tables were turned? That assumed I had something to lose. 
 
    Cassian. My heart tugged in my chest as we walked down a long quiet hallway checkered with shadows. “What happened to Cassian?” I whispered, like I had to protect him.  
 
    “The omegas took him away, on this little cart type thingy.” Another giggle. If I didn’t need her help, I’d snap at her to get it together. But until I knew why we were shot at, no questions asked, and what was wrong with her, I couldn’t trust any other omega in the keep. 
 
    “He was hurt, bad, Char. I don’t know how many shots Jacoby landed.” She sounded more lucid than she had before. “Jacoby shot Cassian. It’s like some weird dream in bizarro world.” 
 
    “He was alive when they took him away, right?” My heart thudded to a stop in my chest and I refused to consider the absolute worst. 
 
    “Yeah. Oh!” She brought her hand to her mouth. “He had a message for you.” 
 
    “He did? What? Who? Jacoby or Cassian?” 
 
    “Cassian.” 
 
     I grasped her. “Why didn’t you tell me before now?”  
 
    “Because I forgot. Geez. He said, I’ll come back for you.” She tipped her head, studying me. “You care about him.” 
 
    “Of course I do. He’s Weren—” 
 
    “He’s alpha. You don’t do alpha. You care about him.” Rielle was wavering between her normal self and this weird human keep version of herself. But right now, she was shooting as straight as she ever had.  
 
    “Maybe a little bit.” I charged down the hallway, into the unknown. Now wasn’t the time to admit any weakness. “Let’s not make a big deal out of it.” 
 
    “Good, we won’t. Because he didn’t elaborate whether he was coming back with an army to save us or imprison us. It’s hard to be clear when you’re full of silver bullets. Oh gods, Char. What if he dies here? Even Zelene won’t be able to save our asses. It could start another Division.” 
 
    I didn’t even want to think about it. The possibility haunted me. And it had nothing to do with the massive consequences. It didn’t matter who the king was married to, if I was responsible for the death of one of his generals, His Majesty would make sure I met the same fate. I’d been flirting with that outcome my whole life. It didn’t scare me as much as it should have. 
 
    But I really didn’t want anything to happen to Cassian. Rielle nailed it. I cared about him. I kept thinking about him in his cozy little bunker with all the books of maps. The soft flannel and his broad shoulders. His salt and pepper hair and his strong jaw that ticked every time I challenged him.  
 
    Maybe I more than just cared about him. All I knew was I wasn’t ready to lose him. 
 
    Rielle and I skidded to a stop when we reached a large room that looked like a cafeteria. A group of omegas sat around half-eaten plates of food, and more on platters in the middle of the table. My stomach rumbled at the sight and smell.  
 
    Jacoby turned around. “Charolet! You shifted. Come join us.”  
 
    I glanced at Rielle. Something wasn’t right. He was acting like he hadn’t shot at us just hours before. Or was it days? I didn’t ask how long I’d been out. Maybe it was me that was off and the rest of them were normal.  
 
    “Please,” Rielle whispered. “I’m starving.” 
 
    I approached the table, aware of how Jacoby’s friends were sizing us up. A couple of them were familiar, but I was ashamed to say I didn’t know who most of the omegas were. It was possible the keep had made them unrecognizable, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. 
 
    “Last time I saw you, you pointed a gun at me,” I reminded him.  
 
    A murmur rolled through the table. I couldn’t tell if it was shock or disapproval. I really didn’t care which it was. I had come to make friends, but after the reception we’d received, I’d be lucky to get out of here alive.  
 
    “You showed up unannounced with an alpha.” Jacoby clearly wasn’t feeling remorse over what he’d done. “We’ve worked hard for what we have in the keep, and we will work hard to protect it.” 
 
    “Last time I paid you a visit, you practically begged Tavia and me to stay.” 
 
    “That’s not how I remember it. I told you and Tavia how well we were treated here and didn’t understand why you were slumming with alphas.” His red rimmed gaze didn’t waver. “Where is Tavia?” 
 
    “She’s rebuilding the Badlands.” I puffed with pride for my friend. But I was infuriated when the assholes around the table had the nerve to laugh. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Jacoby shook his head. I convinced myself he was trying to show me he wasn’t a scared omega anymore. We’d grown up in the trenches together, fighting for scraps of survival. Had I just met him for the first time, I wouldn’t consider him a friend. Our history was the only reason I was giving him a chance now.  
 
    “Under alpha surveillance, I’m sure,” he said, giving a satisfied nod when I didn’t dispute his claim. “Just how the alphas want it. Just how they want us.”  
 
    “It’s progress,” Rielle snapped, and I was glad for the backup. “I don’t see your humans doing anything to improve the Badlands.” 
 
    More laughter. Wow. Omegas could be real pricks.  
 
    “We left because it’s better here, and I notice you’re back.” Jacoby softened, but that red eye thing hadn’t faded. “Why don’t you two sit down, have a meal, and tell me what you’re up to.” 
 
    I eyed the food. These weren’t leftovers or scraps. This was as good as any meal I’d served at the castle. Prime rib, chicken, and ham. More vegetables than I’d seen together in one place.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Rielle grasped my arm. “Char,” she whispered urgently. 
 
    Jacoby steeled himself. “You need to keep your strength up, Charolet.”  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He relaxed, realizing his pseudo alpha routine wasn’t going to work on me. “When was the last time you had a feast like this?” 
 
    “Every night, at the castle.”  
 
    Rielle’s stomach rumbled loudly enough to betray me.  
 
    “Fine.” I pulled out a seat. Rielle breathed a sigh of relief when she sat next to me. Was she going into heat? 
 
    That was the last thing we needed. 
 
    Plates of food were passed, and a pitcher of drink. Its yellow color surprised me. 
“What is this?” I took a tiny sip. It was thick, syrupy, and sweet with a little kick on the back end.  
 
    “It’s mead.” Rielle smiled from behind her glass after she’d taken a big sip of it. She must have had some when I was out. And she was starving again. How much time did I lose?  
 
    The color in her eyes intensified. “It’s delicious,” she added. 
 
    I eyed Jacoby. “Don’t you have access to clean drinking water?” 
 
    We had a similar substance available to us in the Badlands because our water supply was so unreliable.  
 
    “Why drink water when you can have something better?” His question was met by more annoying laughter as he clinked his glass against mine. “Loosen up, Char. Not everything has to be a struggle.” 
 
    It was hard to loosen up when I wasn’t sure if these omegas meant to finish the job they started when we arrived. But he was right. We needed to stay strong.  
 
    The food was delicious, but the drink weirded me out. I didn’t touch it again. Rielle had no problem with it, and refilled her glass. 
 
    “Curious about the keep?” An omega named Sam raised an eyebrow at me from the other side of the table. We hadn’t exactly been friends in the Badlands. More like acquaintances that shared a smile and wave when we were working in the castle. The sad thing was, I hadn’t even noticed he left. I’d been a little preoccupied lately, but that didn’t account for how long he’d actually been gone. How many others had slipped under the radar? A chill blossomed over my skin. He took a bite of food while I considered my answer. “Or are you pissed that your friends are shacking up at the castle and you’re looking to one up them?” 
 
    Jacoby laughed. “Charolet, your reputation precedes you.” 
 
    It was incredibly hard to keep my cool, especially with Rielle closing her eyes for long blinks, her head bobbing like she was falling asleep at the table. I might have been shot, but something happened to her while I was unconscious. Or that mead packed a punch after two glasses. I pinched her leg to startle her awake. “You know the rumors in the Badlands. We believed that the humans were stealing omegas to turn them into horrible mutant beasts. When Tavia brought me here, we planned to liberate the omegas” –I braced myself for more laughter—“but Jacoby told us about a completely different reality. I couldn’t get it out of my head. What if life was really better for the omegas in the keep? So, I came to find out for myself.” 
 
    Jacoby tipped his head, raising an eyebrow as to call bullshit on my story. “And you brought an alpha to show him too?”  
 
    “How else would I get here? And if things are so good, what do you have to hide from Cassian?” I hadn’t worked up the guts to ask what they did with him, because I needed to get more information before I wore my heart on my sleeve. But the very mention of his name made my heart constrict. I swallowed hard to get his name off the tip of my tongue. “What’s so great about this place anyway?”  
 
    “How long do you plan on staying?” Jacoby asked.  
 
    I shrugged. “Depends on how Cassian’s doing.” It was the perfect time to mention him. “He is our ride, after all.” 
 
    Jacoby’s face paled. Not good. Not good at all. “I’m more concerned with you and Rielle.” 
 
    Rielle grasped my arm, putting too much weight on it. I wasn’t feeling quite right, either. It was an all too familiar feeling that I had to ignore in hopes it could at least wait until we found Cassian. 
 
    My heat.  
 
    He could get me back to a bunker. What had Jacoby said about bunkers in the Keep the last time I was here? 
 
    “Cassian’s not dead, right?” she asked.  
 
    My heartbeat thrummed in my ears. Jacoby didn’t answer right away. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “If he is, there will be hell to pay,” I said. 
 
    “If he is, it means you’ll probably need our protection.” Jacoby stood and the others followed his lead. Looked like my so-called friend was in charge of things around here. If I’d learned anything from my time in Luxoria, it was that it was good to have friends in high places. “So you should probably get acquainted with the place.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen
Cassian 
 
      
 
    Pulling up to the armory without the females felt like the biggest failure of my life. I had to remember that this was the right thing. The right choice. 
 
    That remains to be seen, my wolf snarled in my mind. 
 
    I didn’t have long to mull it over because guards surrounded me the moment I stepped from the vehicle. 
 
    “The king wishes to see you immediately.” 
 
    “Good, because the feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    There was no time to change out of the clothes I’d been given at the keep, and the walk into the castle felt even stranger to me than it always had. The abrupt change of going from the rundown keep to the lush decadence of the palace turned my stomach. 
 
    My female was there, not here. 
 
    Everything felt wrong. 
 
    Do your duty and get back. 
 
    I strode quickly to the king’s office where I assumed the other generals were gathered, ignoring the scent of breakfast floating in the air, and the way it made my stomach growl. How long since I’d eaten? 
 
    I raised my fist to knock on the office door, but it opened before I had the chance, and I was met with the queen’s furious expression. 
 
    “Where. Are. My. Girls?” Zelene’s dark hair was twisted back in a ponytail and she was dressed in the fine attire that her court wore these days, her pregnant belly rounding with the future of the kingdom growing there. She was prim and queenly. The picture of Luxorian royalty. 
 
    But if looks could kill was a valid concern at the moment. 
 
    She looked like her wolf would burst free and eat me alive if I said the wrong thing. 
 
    Careful, careful… 
 
    “I’ll explain everything if you’ll just let me in.” 
 
    “Talk, wolf. Before I make it so you can’t anymore.” 
 
    I was aware of the other generals, seated at the table beyond her, and I sensed Tavia and Ashla nearby as well. 
 
    “My rose,” Adalai crooned, “let him pass. We’ll never know the truth if you don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t need him in order to find my friends.” 
 
    Suddenly, the king was hovering over her shoulder to glare at me. He said nothing, but I could read that look. You’d better have a damned good excuse. 
 
    There’s never an excuse to break the law, my father’s words came back to me. The law keeps us safe. The law keeps us sane. 
 
    Maybe that last part was true, but the rest, I was coming to realize, was bullshit. 
 
    “Zelene…” Adalai’s hand landed on the back of her neck and some of the fury left her body instantly. “Come sit. Let Cassian talk.” 
 
    She scowled over her shoulder. 
 
    “On your lap?” 
 
    “Yes. On my lap, mate.” 
 
    She gave him a irritated look. “Fine. But he better say the right things.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Adalai looked at me, eyebrows raised. “You’d better say the right things.” 
 
    I followed them to the table and took my seat next to Solen. “Remember when these meetings were only generals?” he muttered. 
 
    Zelene heard and narrowed her glare on him. “Remember when a third of the Weren population were oppressed and dying slow deaths in the desert while you sat back and did nothing?” 
 
    Solen frowned, but at least had the decency to look mildly ashamed. He was the least sympathetic to the omega plight, but I didn’t miss the way his gaze kept touching on Ashla where she sat demurely at the queen’s side. 
 
    I took a deep breath, not sure where to start. If I told them about the beta threat first, they might not hear what I had to say about the omegas. Both were equally important in my mind. 
 
    “When Charolet crashed the Humvee, it was because she intended to return to the Human Keep.” 
 
    “No,” Zelene exclaimed standing from the king’s lap. “She knows the humans are dangerous.” 
 
    “The last excursion there, didn’t prove that,” Tavia reminded. 
 
    Zelene shook her head. “Char wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t leave us.” Her gaze went back and forth between Tavia and Ashla. “Ash, what happened?” 
 
    Ashla dipped her head, wringing her hands in her lap. “She asked me and Rielle to help her, so we did. We got the vehicle and… well… she crashed it and we were caught. But it’s true. She wanted to go to the keep. She thought there was something better for omegas there. Something the alphas couldn’t offer.” 
 
    Solen snorted. “Ridiculous.” 
 
    Zelene shook her head as if she still couldn’t believe it, and Adalai guided her back to his lap. The king nodded. “Continue, Cassian.” 
 
    “I decided to see her there myself, and perhaps gain a better understanding of how things were playing out in the keep.” 
 
    “You were spying?” Dagger asked. 
 
    Spying. Was that what I’d been meaning to do? It was the excuse I’d given her and Rielle, but I realized I hadn’t thought it through. My only intent was to keep my mate out of trouble, and worry about the consequences later. 
 
    I sidestepped the question. “As your mate already noted, our last trip there didn’t clear anything up. I couldn’t let mine go back without knowing—” 
 
    “Yours,” Tavia interrupted. She turned to Dagger and pushed his shoulder in a playful manner. “I fucking knew it. I told you. Charolet is his mate. Am I right?” 
 
    Shit. Having my business all laid out in front of everyone was uncomfortable as fuck. 
 
    “I’m right,” she said, not waiting for me to answer. Turning back to Dagger, she whispered, “I win.” 
 
    Win. What the fuck, was this a game now? Who will be the next alpha general to eat crow. I glanced at Solen, then Evander. They both looked uncomfortable. 
 
    I blinked, shaking the thought from my mind. 
 
    “Charolet insisted we include Rielle, so I had one of my men bring her to the Badlands. He was acting under my command, Your Majesties.” 
 
    Adalai nodded but Zelene pressed her lips together stubbornly. 
 
    “When we arrived at the keep, we took the back way in, and snuck in through a hole in the fence so Charolet could find the omegas without human influence. Except instead of welcoming her with open arms… they attacked.” 
 
    “No,” Ashla gasped. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Tavia breathed. 
 
    “Jacoby, the one you visited with. He shot at Charolet and when she shifted, he shot me. Six times, in the chest. He was aiming to kill. Thought his gun was loaded with silver bullets. Lucky for me, another omega had switched them out with regular hollow points and my wolf was able to heal me.” 
 
    “Rielle?” Zelene asked, her voice shaking. 
 
    I stared across the table where Evander’s clenched fist turned his knuckles white. 
 
    “She is… she is alive.” 
 
    As I suspected, his grip relaxed even though this careful facial expression remained unchanged. Evander was my key to getting through to the king if things went sideways from here. 
 
    “Where are they now?” Adalai asked. 
 
    “We were separated. I was taken by a faction of omegas to a facility to heal.” 
 
    “You left them?” Zelene snarled. 
 
    “I was shot, picked up and put on a fucking gurney, and wheeled away while a madman waved a gun around. I didn’t leave them.” 
 
    “Omegas overpowered you,” Solen sniffed, taking the queen’s side. 
 
    Zelene shook her head. “You left them in the keep, clearly in danger. How could you?” 
 
    Fuck this. My mate was alone in the enemy’s keep so I could be here, saving all of our people. I wasn’t here to argue. 
 
    I stood from my seat, the force of the movement knocking my chair over with a resounding thud. 
 
    “What is my queen accusing me of? Treason? Betrayal?”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m accusing you of,” she said, her voice shaking. “If anything happens to them… I’ll have your head.” 
 
    The king’s gaze jerked to her. As did Evander’s and Solen’s. 
 
    “We have to do something. Have to help them,” she said. “Where are they being held? Is it just Jacoby, or mutants too?” 
 
    I slammed my fist on the table. “You waste my time with your questions, but I’m through being patient.” I leaned across the space finding my king’s eyes. “I won’t apologize for my actions. I won’t regret them. What I’m about to tell you will speak to my motives. It is defense enough, if you are to require one.” 
 
    I shook with fury, but also with another feeling. One I didn’t truly know or understand until this moment. 
 
    Freedom. 
 
    Freedom from the law, from my father’s ingrained obedience, from my own vicious guilt. Freedom to serve my true purpose. 
 
    My. True. Purpose. 
 
    Charolet. 
 
    Was this what Adalai felt when he found Zelene? Dagger, when he realized Tavia was important? Was this some evolutional turning point in Weren history? A new law being written, one mating at a time. 
 
    Without restraint, I told the king everything I’d learned at the keep. 
 
    About the drugged mead the humans used to control the omegas. 
 
    About the ones who were cast aside when they didn’t perform to spec. 
 
    About the clandestine beta resistance and the plot against the kingdom. How the betas wanted to align with the humans to bring down Luxoria. 
 
    June and Alix and Martha. 
 
    All of it. 
 
    When I was finished, I didn’t wait to be dismissed. I left the entire room floundering with what to do next and hauled ass out of there. I knew where I was going. 
 
    Hang on, mate. Your alpha coming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen
Charolet 
 
      
 
    Jacoby brought us deep into the Keep, away from the shabby, ruined buildings to a lush green oasis. 
 
    “The omega project is still in the beginning stages,” he explained as he drove Rielle and me around on a cart. The other omegas followed close behind. “After the solar flares, the city perished. Their main industry was tourism, which is why there are so many huge abandoned buildings. They were resorts, so once refurbished, they can support our needs. The humans use them for research now. We live in these cottages. Much nicer than the shacks we had in the Badlands.”  
 
    The little houses did look cozy, but that wasn’t my concern. “What kind of research?”  
 
    “All kinds of stuff. The alphas won’t be able to claim their superior technology for long.” He pulled the cart into a spot outside one of those large buildings. Palm trees and a working fountain flanked the entrance, which seemed out of place in the desert.  
 
    “They’re with me,” he said as we passed a security checkpoint. I was already sweating, but it wasn’t from the unrelenting sunshine. I hoped this human didn’t notice. 
 
    But Jacoby and the others, they’d be able to smell my approaching heat soon. 
 
    The security guard held his hand up. “These are the omegas that caused trouble the yesterday.” 
 
    Yesterday. 
 
    Yesterday morning to be precise. I did the math in my head. I’d been out for more than twenty-four hours. I couldn’t freak out. Not here. Not yet. 
 
    “Charolet and Rielle are interested in working with us,” Jacoby told the guard. What? “I think they have a lot to offer our project.” 
 
    Project?  
 
    The stupid human looked us over and let us pass. Jacoby led us down a long hallway, flanked on either side by glass walled rooms. Equipment sat on steel tables, and humans and omegas worked together in each of the labs. 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks at the next room, where omegas were strapped to chairs with tubes running into their arms. I recognized some. Their faces brightened when they saw me, but they had that same heavy lidded, red-eyed look that Rielle did.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I slammed my hands against the glass. My wolf was going batshit crazy inside me and it would take everything I had to keep it inside. Everything to keep from smashing that glass to free my people. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as it looks,” Jacoby said quickly. 
 
    I startled when he put his hand on my arm, and gently peeled me away from the window. I couldn’t take my eyes off one omega. Sarah. We worked together at the castle until very recently. She must have been one of the ones who fled the Badlands on foot. Now she was here, hooked up to these wires and machines. 
 
    “We’ve been malnourished for years, Char,” Jacoby continued. “Deprived of the nutrients that our bodies need. So, the humans take a little bit of our blood to find out what deficiencies we have. Sarah’s getting an infusion now.” 
 
    Rielle whimpered. Oh, hell no. My girl never whimpered unless she was overtaken with heat. I ignored it, hoping Jacoby didn’t notice. 
 
    “What kind of infusion?,” I asked, my eyes still on Sarah. “She looks terrified.” And alone. So alone. We had to get her out of here. Or at least talk to her and make sure she’d consented to whatever was being pumped into her body. 
 
    “It will help her control her heats.” Jacoby’s adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “So she only has them when she wants them. Soon, we’ll determine if she’s a good candidate for our Elite team. If so, she’d receive additional infusions.” 
 
    I wiped my forehead, trying to be discreet, but there was no way he or the other omegas would miss the sweat that had beaded there. I turned to Rielle, who’d gone totally pale. “Did they do that to you while I was out?”  
 
    She couldn’t stop staring at Sarah, and her eyes shone with unshed tears. She nodded. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Rielle is a fantastic candidate for the Elite team,” Jacoby said. “I would never hurt either of you.” Said the man who pointed a gun at me. The man who shot my alpha through the chest. “Char, this is a good thing.”  
 
    “She’s not herself.” Panic roiled in my body. “And neither is Sarah.”  
 
    “Sarah was severely dehydrated when she got here,” he said. “Rielle levels were also alarming. So far, she’s received a mix of vitamins and superminerals—” 
 
    “She’s not one of your experiments!” I cried, wrapping my arms around my stomach to stop the surge of energy in my body. “What if they turn mutant?” 
 
    It took everything I had to concentrate on his answer.  
 
    “They’re safe here.”  
 
    I dropped to the floor, pressing my lips together, but failing to hold back my wolf’s whine. My heat was coming now, whether I wanted it to or not. Whether Cassian was here to help me through it… or not. 
 
    “Charolet!” Rielle was on her knees beside me. “She needs a bunker. Now!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen
Cassian 
 
      
 
    I steered the Humvee to a stop at my outpost, dust kicking up behind me as I applied the brake. A supply stop was necessary even if it put me back a few minutes. Weapons, food, water… I recited a list in my head. Things Charolet might need. Blankets? Extra clothes? 
 
    Shit, I didn’t know what was going to happen when I returned. I only knew that I was getting her out of there. 
 
    Preoccupied with remembering what I needed, I didn’t notice that none of my men were stationed at their posts. Pushing through the door, I came face to face with my king. 
 
    Adalai stood, arms crossed over his broad chest, glaring like he was ready to flay me. “Do you know how many times I’ve had a general walk out on a meeting… and live?” 
 
    We’d been friends long enough for me to know the answer. Never. Because none had ever walked out on him. But I also knew he wasn’t going to kill me for the offense. Adalai was a brutal alpha, but only as much as he needed to be. 
 
    “Look—” 
 
    “No. I already had to come hunt you down. Don’t make me draw blood. You said your piece, now listen to me.” 
 
    The alpha in me wanted to butt heads with him. He was costing me precious minutes, time I could be on the road back to the Human Keep, back to Charolet. But the faster I got this out of the way, the faster I could move on. 
 
    “You’re going to answer my questions. Here, now. Without any interference, is that understood?” 
 
    “Wholly, Your Majesty,” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “How sure are you about the beta resistance? How credible is the threat?” 
 
    “Credible enough that I rushed back to tell you,” I snapped. 
 
    Adalai growled a warning. “I can’t just set my armies loose on betas if I’m not sure. It would start a civil war.” 
 
    Well, shit. He was right. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumblings. My men have brought concerns to me that betas are stirring. Some are jealous of the omegas’ new status. Worried they will be put on equal footing with them. I chalked it up to confusion and uncertainty of their place in the pack. But after what I learned at the keep, I believe the situation is more dire.” 
 
    Adalai frowned, thinking. “This beta, Alix. Have you ever seen them before?” 
 
    “No, sir. I only know Alix is the only beta in the keep, and seems quite desperate to leave. Even willing to face you and reap whatever punishment awaits.” 
 
    “The punishment should be death,” Adalai muttered. 
 
    Should be? Was he considering a different punishment for treason? 
 
    “I believe the beta expects it, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Expects to die, yet is desperate to leave the humans,” the king mused. “It means whatever they’re doing to those Weren must be worse than death.” 
 
    My stomach lurched. “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    Adalai cursed. “The omega Charolet is your mate?” 
 
    Just hearing her name on his lips made me want to pound his royal face in. I needed to get back to her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you claimed her?” 
 
    “That’s none of your fucking business.” 
 
    Adalai blew out a slow breath, grappling for patience. “What I meant to say,” he snarled, “was can you shift yet?” 
 
    Oh. Of course the king would wonder about that. 
 
    “No. Not yet,” I said, a fraction calmer. 
 
    Adalai pressed his lips together, eyeing me. “I can’t let you go back by yourself.” 
 
    I scowled. “Fucking try to stop me.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You know I could if I wanted to.” He could do a lot of things. He was alpha. He could bring me to my knees with a single howl. 
 
    “But you won’t,” I challenged. “Because you know I can’t leave her there. You wouldn’t leave yours. What alpha alive would?” 
 
    The king stared hard at me, no doubt, seeing the danger in letting one man go ahead and wanting to rein me in. In the end, he had no argument. Keeping an alpha away from his mate when she was in danger, was an impossible feat. 
 
    “Go,” he said, “Take as many weapons as you can carry. I will leave Dagger and Solen to deal with the unruly betas. Evander and myself will gather our armies and be close behind you.” 
 
    I nodded, relieved to finally be moving in the direction of the keep. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The king hurried off while I started stacking weapons and ammo to load into the Humvee. In fifteen minutes flat, I had it loaded to the brim and weapons strapped to every part of my body. 
 
    The dusty road through the Badlands was clogged with construction vehicles. Dagger and Tavia’s reconstruction project was costing me precious minutes. Frustrated, I banged the steering wheel with my fist. It would take me hours to cross the desert, and that was after I got past the Badlands. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    The cutoff that went by the toxic lake and through the canyon was a shorter route, but it was dangerous in a vehicle. 
 
    Staring at the brightly colored earth mover blocking my path, I considered my options. Take the canyon and get to Charolet faster or stay on the road and hope she didn’t get drugged while I was away. Or worse… go into heat. 
 
    My wolf snarled at the idea. No one was touching mine. 
 
    I jerked the steering wheel, turning the vehicle into the sand and sped toward the lake. No doubt, the king would get word of my alternate route but I couldn’t care. My animal was going crazy, needing to get back to the keep before something awful happened. 
 
    “Hold on, Char. Hold on.” 
 
    Now that the threat to the kingdom was out of my hands, my mind spun with ideas of what could be happening in the keep. I shouldn’t have left. Rielle was too intoxicated. Did my mate even get my message? Would she think I’d abandoned her? 
 
    I was already nearing the lake as I pressed the accelerator all the way to the floor. The sand beneath my tires turned to gravel, and then to bigger rocks. Soon there would be boulders for the Humvee to climb before the land descended into the valley where the keep was located. 
 
    The sun was setting over the craggy hills, but every heartbeat brought me closer to my omega. 
 
    As I maneuvered my vehicle through the canyon where we’d hidden Tavia during her heat, my head spun with awareness. The scent of omega heat filled my nostrils and turned my cock to steel. Instinctually, my eyes scanned the area for any sign of Weren, but it was only me and the disappearing light in the canyon. It must be the memory of what happened last time I was here. I blinked, my vision going foggy. I shook my head, trying to clear the scent from my brain. 
 
    Except, it only grew stronger the farther through the canyon I went. And to my complete horror, it was laced with a scent I had come to love. 
 
    Lavender and honey. 
 
    Charolet. 
 
    “What the fuck…” 
 
    I pressed the pedal to the floor, ignoring the rocks kicking up and hitting the underside of the vehicle. Lowering the window, I inhaled the air, letting my wolf instincts guide me. The scent of heat and Charolet was stronger, which told me everything I needed to know. 
 
    One, I was very close to the keep. 
 
    Two, my female was in heat. 
 
    I snarled, demanding everything from the vehicle. I wouldn’t let her go through this alone. Or worse, with some random male who cared nothing about her. 
 
    Sometime later—it could have been minutes or hours, I could hardly tell the difference with my instincts roaring beneath the surface—I stopped the vehicle in the alley where the fence was. As I stepped out, I scented the air to get an idea of my mate’s location, but the smell had all but disappeared. She’d found a bunker. 
 
    Wasting no time, I pushed through the fence opening and climbed across the rubble that separated me from the omega barracks where June and Alix were. They could help me find Charolet. 
 
    I found June quickly, ignoring how the omegas eyed my weapons warily. “My mate,” I growled, feeling more animal than man. And she must have understood the seriousness of the situation because she didn’t say a word until we were inside the elevator, cranking upward. 
 
    “They brought her here from the transfusion center.” 
 
    My blood ran cold. “Did they…” 
 
    “No. No juice. She went into heat and fought them off before they could try.” 
 
    Relief pounded my sternum. Good. My omega was tough and brave. The bastard humans wouldn’t have stood a chance. 
 
    “She’s in an old interrogation room. It’s sealed off and mostly airtight. I can’t guarantee privacy though. The humans have cameras everywhere.” 
 
    As the elevator doors opened, I could smell Charolet’s heat getting stronger, and through the walls of her chamber, I could hear her needy cries. 
 
    I’m here, mate. 
 
    I rushed down the hall, stopping at the wide window that gave me a view of my writhing omega. She lay on the ground where blankets and pillows were strewn haphazardly. Her eyes were closed, and as she slept, her head thrashed from side to side. 
 
    “It’s a fever dream,” June said, keeping her distance. “They can be very intense, showing her things that aren’t real.” 
 
    “You know from experience.” 
 
    “Yes.” June turned back for the elevator. “Do what needs to be done. We will keep a watch out.” 
 
    I nodded my thanks and watched her start her descent before peering back through the window at Charolet. She twisted and moaned, but it was cry of noooo followed by my name that spurred me into action. That sound… the way her voice sounded as she screamed Cassian. So filled with loss. Dream or not, I never wanted her to feel that way again. 
 
    I burst through the door, falling to my knees beside her. “Charolet. Charolet, wake up.” I unloaded my weapons, tossing them carelessly aside, and peeled my shirt over my head. 
 
    “Cassian?” She scrambled to a sit, her eyes roaming me wildly. “Oh, thank god… Cassian!” She flung herself at me, and I caught her as she dissolved into tears. 
 
    “I’m here, mate. Right here.” 
 
    “I-I dreamed…” Her sobs didn’t slow even as she moved her body against mine, undulating. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “No, little rebel,” I whispered, my arms crushing her to me. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty
Charolet 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were dead.” I could barely see Cassian through my tears. My heat might have been making me hallucinate, but as I inhaled his deep earthy scent, I knew he was real. He had to be. Having him here, with me, gave me hope that we were going to survive this awful ordeal. “I thought I’d never see you again.” 
 
    He took me in his big, strong arms, and rocked me gently back and forth, running his hand over my hair. My heat skyrocketed, and I pressed my lips together to suppress my whine. 
 
    “I will always come back to you. Always.” His voice was soft and breathy as he pulled me in tighter against his body. My knees went weak. Every inch of him was rock hard, and there was no missing his giant erection pressing against my belly. 
 
    The alpha knew I was in heat. There was no way he couldn’t smell it, couldn’t feel it with every fiber of his being when we were this close.  
 
    “Rielle said they carried you off on a cart.”  
 
    I couldn’t hold back my sobs and my heat. Especially when it came to Rielle. I couldn’t get the image of Sarah hooked up to those machines out of my head, knowing they’d done the same thing to Rielle. “They’ve given Rielle something. Put it in her veins and she’s not right…” 
 
    I dissolved into hysteria, pounding my fists against his chest. The heat was absolutely unbearable, and my desperation had turned into a howl. He pushed me back down to the floor of the cell. There were windows everywhere. Cameras. I needed to beg him to take me, set me on fire when he knottted himself inside me, but we couldn’t do it here. 
 
    “She’ll be okay.” He brushed his lips against my cheek. So close to kissing me. “You have to listen to me, Charolet. I know it’s hard right now. I just need you to hear this and then we can make you feel better.” 
 
    All I could do was moan. I clutched his shoulders. There was only so much longer I could hold my heat back.   
 
    “Listen to me,” he said. My face was in his hands, and his voice was low. “Adalai and Evander are on their way. They know Rielle is in trouble—” 
 
    “They’ll kill her.” They’d kill me for orchestrating this whole mess. I’d committed more crimes than I could even name to get here, and my beautiful friend was in danger because of it. Cassian got shot. Because they were trying to help me. And now we were going to die. Adalai probably wouldn’t even bother to bring me back to Luxoria before he did it. He’d leave me here to rot.  
 
    “They won’t.” The alpha growled and the sensation sent me over the edge.  
 
    “Cassian.” I could barely speak. “I need you to take me.” 
 
    His lips parted, and time stopped. “Charolet, are you sure?” 
 
    I braced myself as another wave of animal instinct ripped through me. “If you don’t want to, I’m sure one of the humans can take care of it for me.” 
 
    “Charolet.” His voice was hard, and in that moment, he was as close to his animal as I was. His expression was practically feral. “Believe me when I tell you I’ve never wanted anything more. But if we do this, you belong to me forever.” 
 
    I couldn’t even breathe, let alone respond. He couldn’t be saying what I thought he was saying. I went out of my way to drive him crazy, to get him to shut me out because I knew I could never have him.  
 
    “I will knot you, and I will come inside you until I have nothing left to give. I’m willing to give you absolutely all of me, all you have to do is say the word.” 
 
    Oh, he was definitely saying what I thought he was saying. 
 
    “Yes.” It was barely a whisper. “Gods, please.” 
 
    He brushed a piece of damp hair away from my cheek. “I didn’t want our first time to be when you were in heat, but I promise you, it won’t be the last.” 
 
    “Cassian,” I whined. “Please.” 
 
    His lips crashed against mine with such urgency I thought though I’d burst into flames in plain view of every omega and human in the keep. Let them come watch us, study us, use us as their fucking research. As Cassian licked along the seam of my lips, I welcomed him in. Welcomed him home.  
 
    I was done fighting. I was done putting up a front that I didn’t want him. His tongue tangled with mine, and his big hands were on my waist.  
 
    No one had ever kissed me like this before. Everyone else took what they needed without any regard for what I wanted. But Cassian had so much to give. 
 
    He broke the kiss, and tugged my tunic over my head. I wriggled out of the bottoms. That was all they’d given me, and I’d never felt more naked, more omega in my life. It had nothing to do with the windows, or the surveillance. Gods, would they kill us once they realized that an alpha was taking an omega in heat?  
 
    It would be worth it. 
 
    But there was no hiding from the way my ribs were visible under my skin, or the scars from a lifetime of living in the Badlands.  
 
    Cassian’s gaze swept over me and if I didn’t know what he was looking at, I’d think he’d fallen for the most beautiful woman in the entire world. 
 
    His shirt was already gone, revealing a plain of sun-kissed, rippling muscle. He was breathtaking. 
 
    A thin line of hair started at his belly button and disappeared into his pants, but not for long. Those big hands were on the zipper and he freed himself, letting his hard and ready cock spring forth.  
 
    My body throbbed at the sight of it. He was huge, and he had to know how ready I was for him. 
 
    Kicking his pants away from his body, he crawled toward me like the wolf he fucking was. My first instinct was to make him chase me, wriggling backward on the floor. 
 
    The alpha was having none of it. He grasped me by my hips, and then spread my legs apart, completely exposing me to him. My scent. My heat. The undeniable wetness that said that I was ready to be caught.  
 
    Knotted.  
 
    Had.  
 
    Owned. 
 
    Mated. 
 
    Cassian’s eyes were on fire as he lowered his mouth to my mound, licking a line just on the inside of my thigh. I cried out, I didn’t have words anymore. He moved that wicked tongue closer, teasing my outer lips before claiming my clit.  
 
    My hips bucked off the floor, but the alpha wasn’t letting me get away. I might have lured him to this hellhole in the Keep, but now he was making damn sure I knew he was in control.  
 
    I should’ve known how skilled he’d be with his tongue after that kiss, but there was no way to prepare for the way he made me feel. Wanted. Desired. Like I belonged in that castle. 
 
    Was that what this was all about, that I didn’t feel like I was enough to don a pretty dress and play royal mate? That I wanted to make someone prove it to me that I should be there? 
 
    He pushed inside me, fucking me with his tongue as he held me in place. Waves of desire radiated from my core, and I was about to explode. I writhed, bucking against him as hard as I could, urging him to go deeper, hold me tighter, claim me. 
 
    My orgasm crashed through me, the waves rolling harder and faster than I could handle.  
 
    Giving me a moment of respite, Cassian grabbed me by the throat and pulled me off the ground. My body was still shuddering from the orgasm and I wasn’t prepared for this next kiss. He might as well have branded me with his lips because no one would ever doubt I belonged to him.  
 
    “On your knees, my rebellious little wolf,” he growled in my ear. 
“Cassian, I…” Could barely speak, let alone hold myself up on my knees. My body had become boneless.  
 
    “I want to take absolutely every inch of you, and I’ll be able to bury myself deeper if I take you from behind. Get on your knees, and turn around. Everyone is about to know that you belong to me.”  
 
    I groaned, and turned on shaky knees. His hand fell to my breasts, massaging them, bringing my nipples to painfully hard peaks before pinching them. My head fell back to his shoulder, my cheek brushed against the stubble on his jawline. My sweet, kind alpha had gone totally wolf. And I loved every second of it. 
 
    Wrapping one arm around me, he lowered his other hand to my sex, cupping my mound. I ground my hips against him, teasing that hard cock. He growled.  
 
    He lowered me down to all fours. I could feel the head of his shaft against my opening, and I cried out. I needed him inside me. The heat was unbearable.  
 
    But no, the alpha wanted to play. He dragged his cock along the length of my slit, teasing the tight muscles of my ass, but not coming inside. A wave of pleasure went through me, and I keened. I was losing all control. 
 
    His thick shaft was finally inside me. Pushing in, inch by inch, deeper than I thought was possible. He barely gave me a chance to adjust to him before he rocked his hips back and began thrusting. I was losing control again, and he slapped my ass to bring me back to reality. He planned to drag this out as long as possible. 
 
    I was a proven flight risk, and Cassian was never letting me go. His arm was around my waist, and I took thrust after powerful thrust, absorbing his power and pure devotion into my body. My muscles throbbed, and I was losing control as my orgasm started to build. 
 
    He was still inside me as I came. I could feel his cock swell, the knot growing impossibly large and I knew he was about to detonate.  
 
    “Mate,” he groaned before he sprayed his seed inside me.  
 
    We both fell to the floor, his cock deep inside me, his hot spray claiming me. The only sound was our raspy breath, and he kissed the back of my neck.  
 
    “Mate.” All he had left was a rough whisper. He pulled out of me, and turned me toward him. 
 
    That was when I realized we weren’t alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty One
 Cassian 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of pure perfection, where everything between me and my omega felt right. Whole. Complete. My knot swelled inside her, locking into place as I my release bathed her slick channel. I held her close as she throbbed around me. 
 
    Charolet was mine and no one could ever take her away from me. 
 
    My instincts prickled, drawing my gaze to the wide window that took up one whole wall of the room. Someone watched us from the other side. I’d half expected curious humans or other omegas who found it hard to believe an alpha would mate one of them. But I didn’t expect Rielle. 
 
    “Mate.” I forced my body to release Charolet and turned her so she was covered. Friend or not, I didn’t know if Rielle was safe anymore, and my mate was in a delicate position. 
 
    “We’re not alone,” she whispered against my chest. Even though she sounded weary, she was less frantic with my seed cooling her heat. 
 
    “No, we’re not.” 
 
    The door burst open and Rielle charged in, eyes rimmed red. Just as before, but this time, she seemed lucid. 
 
    “Charolet. I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Jacoby said you were in a bunker but when I went searching, you weren’t there.” 
 
    “He had them bring me here,” Charolet bit out. “Tossed me away because I didn’t play nice in front of his new friends.” 
 
    Rielle jerked her head back, seeming momentarily offended. “Jacoby is our friend.” 
 
    “How can you still think that, RiRi? He pointed a gun at me. Shot Cassian. Pumped you full of some kind of poison.” 
 
    Rielle blinked, confused. “The mead.” Her expression turned to one of horror. “What did they do to me, Char? Everything is fuzzy.” Her eyes moved to me. “Cassian. You… you warned me. I’m so sorry. I’m so… so…” 
 
    Charolet peeled away from me, bending to grab her tunic before tossing me my pants. She had it over her head in the next breath and faced Rielle, who seemed oblivious to what she’d just walked in on. “It’s okay. We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    Rielle shook her head, blinking over and over, as if she was trying to remember. “I never wanted to come. I didn’t even want to be here. You did this. You brought me here.” 
 
    Charolet’s mouth fell open and hurt flashed over her face. I wanted to defend her, comfort her. No matter how careless she’d been, no one could have guessed what was really happening to the omegas here. She had trusted Jacoby. Trusted her people. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she rasped. 
 
    “Sorry… sorry!” Rielle was growing more and more agitated. “Your selfishness might be the death of us. Couldn’t you just be satisfied with the elimination of the Division, the rebuilding, everything the alphas and Zelene were trying to make better?” 
 
    I fastened my pants and eased toward my weapons. I didn’t think Rielle would attack Charolet the way Jacoby had, but I wouldn’t take any chances. 
 
    “I-I made a mistake.” Charolet held one hand out in a placating gesture. “We have to get out of here while my heat is sated. I promise, I will find a way to make this better.” 
 
    “Better!” Rielle shrieked. “How can you make this better? The mead is in me. I can feel it dragging me back to them. To the chairs. I want to stay. I don’t want to go.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. We are going back to Luxoria.” 
 
    Rielle’s face fell and tears slipped from her lids as she pleaded weakly, “I want to hurt you. What have they done to me?” 
 
    Charolet moved toward her, but I couldn’t let her get close. I put my body between them, and Rielle’s expression flipped again, twisting into a mask of fury. 
 
    “You!” she roared. “You’ve ruined everything. An alpha,” she spat. “You don’t belong here.” 
 
    “None of us do,” Charolet argued. “Please, Rielle.” 
 
    I watched Rielle’s eyes, her pupils fluctuating in an odd way. Was she about to shift? 
 
    Protect mate. It was too dangerous for Charolet to shift while she was in heat, and it was my job to guard her. Always. 
 
    “Stay back,” I warned Charolet. I could feel my own animal changing deep inside me. The beast had never shifted, but it was coming alive in a whole new way now due to the mating bond. She must have known because she took several steps backward. 
 
    Rielle pawed at the floor with her feet, as if expecting her wolf to have already shifted. She snarled through her lips, her eyes going cloudy. Spittle flew from her mouth and the sound of bones cracking brought a cry from her… but still no wolf. 
 
    It didn’t keep her from lunging for me, and when she did, my animal burst forth in a flurry of fur and twisting bone and gnashing teeth. I was an alpha protecting my omega. 
 
    “Cassian no!” Charolet screamed, and her plea brought me up short. “Don’t hurt her. She’s sick.” 
 
    “She will hurt you, mate.” 
 
    I barely got the words out before Rielle jumped on me, using her legs to get my neck in a chokehold. I wriggled free, desperate to restrain Rielle without harming her. In the melee, I didn’t notice the door of the room slam against the wall and two others rush in. There was just a tangle of limbs and snarls. Rielle’s human ones and my wolf ones. I prayed I could keep my mate safe without killing her friend. 
 
    Suddenly, Rielle’s weight was gone from my body and I came up howling a warning to whoever was next in line. But it wasn’t the threat I assumed it was. 
 
    Evander dragged Rielle backward, bracing his arm across her shoulders, his expression deadly and narrowed on me. “Stay back,” he growled at me as she continued to struggle. His face softened and he lowered his mouth to her ear. “Shhh…” The rest of what he said was lost on a whisper, but whatever it was, Rielle calmed, her body going still against him. 
 
    When she was docile, he nodded to where Adalai stood in the doorway, and I watched my king take something that the beta Alix offered him. It was a white cloth, soaked in something that burned my senses. He passed it to Evander. 
 
    “No, what are you doing?” Charolet objected as Evander pressed the cloth to Rielle’s nose and held it until she went limp. 
 
    “It’s for her own good,” Alix said, carefully. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s called chloroform. A human drug. We use it to tame out of control omegas when they’re brought here for treatment.” 
 
    “No, you can’t give her anymore drugs,” Charolet pleaded to Evander. 
 
    His expression turned grim. “We must get her home. This is the only way.” 
 
    “This one won’t hurt her,” June said from outside the room. “We’ve tested it many times. She will come awake soon, and you’ll want to be far from here.” 
 
    Evander nodded, easily lifting Rielle into his arms and storming from the room. 
 
    “Are the omegas evacuated?” Adalai asked June. 
 
    “They are waiting at the fence with your men, my king. The second we step past it, the trackers will alert the humans.” 
 
    The king’s eyes lit up, as if he was about to enjoy what was coming. “Good. I can’t wait for them to see what we’ve left in place of their discarded Weren.” 
 
    The look of relief on June’s face hit my chest like a hammer. This was right. Even if we’d gotten here the long way, led by my rebellious mate. 
 
    A blast of heat hit me as Charolet doubled over. She looked at me, her expression sad and fearful. She would need to be rutted again and again to keep her from aching. 
 
    King Adalai blinked, shaking his head as if he’d been hit with a club, and steadied himself with a palm on the doorway. “Fuck,” he said. “We can’t bring her with us like this. My alphas will riot.” 
 
    I growled low. He was too close to my omega. Too fucking close. I could rip him to shreds. 
 
    He faced me, his wolf gearing up for the challenge even though he didn’t want to. The beast would force him to fight me, the instinct would be too great. In my wolf form, Charolet’s sweet scent was already making me rabid. If I didn’t get inside her soon— 
 
    June cleared her throat. “I might have a solution, if Your Majesty would indulge me.” 
 
    “Speak, omega,” Adalai choked. 
 
    June stared at Charolet where she was nearly on her knees, her body jolting with heat waves. “I can give you the same drug we gave Rielle. It will put you to sleep. With your wolf subdued, it should dull your scent long enough to get you back to the castle.” 
 
    Charolet’s panicked gaze went to me. She didn’t have to say a word, I knew what she was asking. 
 
    “I will always protect you, little rebel,” I promised her. Her gaze went soft and she nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” she told June. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Two
Charolet 
 
      
 
    I woke to a series of explosions. My head weighed a million pounds when I lifted it. I was in the back of a truck, speeding through the desert, as the human keep erupted behind us.  
 
    Opening my mouth to speak, no words came out. My eyelids, so heavy. The world was spinning. I had to put my head down.  
 
    A warm, rumbly wolf lay beside me, protecting me. Cassian. My mate. 
 
    “Mister alpha, sir. My alpha.” I mumbled before falling back into blackness. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Charolet!” Zelene’s voice was a sharp whisper, as she rattled my aching body back to life. “You have to wake up.” 
 
    My eyelids were glued shut. I rolled onto my stomach and covered my face with my hands. “Don’t wanna.” 
 
    “I know,” she said sympathetically. “But His Majesty demands your presence.”  
 
    I groaned. “Tell him he has to wait.” 
 
    “Right. The king waits for no one. Char, I’ve done absolutely everything I can to protect you, but—” 
 
    My eyes snapped open. “But what?” 
 
    Thoughts moved through my brain like slush, slow and groggy. In flashes, it was all coming back to me. I remembered being in the keep. Cassian getting shot. Rielle being poisoned. Going into heat. Cassian coming back. Some really incredible sex. And then blackness.  
 
    “We kinda had to blow up the Human Keep to get you and Rielle home safely.” She sighed. She sat on the edge of my mattress which was on the floor of a cell. Her belly was so swollen with her baby. And she definitely didn’t belong here.  
 
    But I did. 
 
    “They poisoned Rielle. And hurt other omegas. Sarah. You remember her, she was hooked up to machines. They pumped the same stuff into Rielle.” 
 
    “Sarah’s safe. So is Rielle.” 
 
    “Where is she?” I perked up, sitting up way too fast. My head was spinning, and my body temperature rose. I couldn’t possibly still be in heat, could I? My inner muscles fluttered at the memory of Cassian’s huge knot inside me, spraying me with his hot seed.  
 
    Where was he? 
 
    Zelene frowned, groaning as she rose to her feet. “King Adalai has also requested her presence.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Does he really make you call him that? It’s such a dick move.” 
 
    “Charolet,” she snapped. “I’m the only thing keeping you from doing hard time in the dungeons with no questions asked. I begged him to give you a chance to speak your piece. You crossed a major line, and there’s only so much I can do to protect you. I’ll do everything I can, but I’m not sure I can keep you from being punished.” 
 
    My heart sank. The gravity of what I’d done hit me like a sledgehammer. I’d basically ran out of here, middle fingers blazing, ripped open a festering political wound, and started a war. All because my friend charmed the king. She could change the world, so why couldn’t I? 
 
    Because I was an omega. An omega with the queen on her side, but still one who was in a fuckton of trouble.  
 
    “Please do what you can for Rielle. This isn’t her fault. I made her come with me. She didn’t want to.” I shook my head, knowing Zelene would do everything in her power to help us. Even if it pissed off Adalai. Especially if it pissed off Adalai, I laughed inwardly. “What about Cassian?” 
 
    He could be punished too, for helping me. What was he thinking? He should’ve sent me to the dungeons when I first tried to steal the truck. Maybe I would’ve learned my lesson. 
 
    Probably not. But he was so kind to me, caring for my wounds and showing me his books that he loved so much when he brought me to the outpost. He’d saved me from the dungeons even then. 
 
    As I followed Zelene through the dank inner hallways deep inside the castle, I tried to imagine how divine it would feel to sink into one of those leather chairs in his cozy little outpost cabin and spend the afternoon reading one of those books by the crackling fire. To look up and see his gorgeous face, that salt and pepper stubble, the gray streak in his hair...to feel his strong hands on my body… 
 
    I whined. Just a little bit. 
 
    Zelene stopped dead in her tracks, her mouth hanging open. “Char, I thought your heat passed.” 
 
    “I don’t know how many days it’s been.” I shook out my body. “Maybe it’s just an after effect of the drug they used to knock me out.” 
 
    Zelene groaned. “Whatever happens today, promise me you’ll never pull a stunt like this again.” 
 
    “That depends—” 
 
    “Charolet.” This time my name was like a bullet. “As your queen, I command you to respect that we’re trying to make your life better and these little stunts really threaten to mess it up for everyone. Even me. Even Adalai. It’s bad enough that the betas are staging a revolt—” 
 
    “What?” I’d heard some rumblings when we were still in the Badlands. The betas feared if the omegas had rights, gasp, they’d be equal with them. I couldn’t understand why that was a bad thing. It wasn’t like they were losing anything besides their perceived superiority over us. 
 
    “Yeah. That one’s not on you, of course. Probably my fault, but we’re not talking about me right now. After busting you out of the keep, we have two new wars to fight.” 
 
    “The keep was a nightmare.” I walked double time to keep up with Zelene as she charged toward the royal quarters. “They were experimenting on omegas.”  
 
    Zelene didn’t respond.  
 
    “Tavia did the same exact thing and she was rewarded with some big reconstruction project,” I added. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She kept walking until she pushed open a giant door. “Your Majesty, I’ve brought you the omega you’ve requested.” 
 
    What the...had he drugged her, too? “My name is Charolet.” 
 
    “Oh, I know your name, omega. Many proud alpha soldiers will die to fix the mistakes you made,” The king growled as he rose from his throne. I’d been brought to some royal receiving room, probably reserved for dignitaries and other people they wanted to impress. The red oriental rug was plush under my bare feet. Red velvet furniture flanked the matching throne. Bold art hung on the walls that weren’t windows, revealing a beautiful blooming garden. It was like he wanted to show me everything I could never have. 
 
    But I didn’t want any of this. I wanted Cassian. And standing here, barefoot, filthy, and fighting off my heat in front of King Adalai, I realized he could never him.  
 
    I’d hoped he’d be here. His absence was all the punishment I needed.  
 
    The door opened, and Evander appeared. My heart skipped a beat, hoping it meant Cassian would enter next. But it was Rielle behind him. My poor beautiful friend. She looked so tiny next to the giant wall of masculinity as she shuffled into the room.  
 
    Her eyes were vacant when she looked my way, and she barely acknowledged me.  
 
    “What did you do to her?” I asked. 
 
    Evander never took his eyes off Rielle. My heart ached, missing Cassian. Wishing he was here to defend me like this.  
 
     “The poison’s still in her system,” he said softly, his gaze like a caress against her skin. “But she’s feeling well enough to stand before you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Like hell she is.” 
 
    “Omega, that’s enough,” Adalai roared. “You’ll speak when spoken to.” 
 
    I glanced at Zelene but she shook her head. The king was still glaring at me.  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” I lowered my gaze and clasped my hands behind my back. Time to show I could be a good omega. I’d caused everyone enough pain. 
 
    “That’s better. I want to make sure you understand that your queen’s privileges do not extend to you simply because she’s chosen you to be a member of her court.” 
 
    “I understand, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Good.” His tone had softened to the point that he sounded like someone who could be reasoned with. Maybe not by me, but by his queen, who I knew still had my back, even if I was a giant fuck up. “Now, tell me in your own words what happened.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. I only had a split second to decide if I’d tell him absolutely everything, or if I’d sugarcoat it. Not to protect me. But I couldn’t stand to think of Rielle being punished on my account, and I didn’t know what this meant for Cassian. 
 
    I went with the whole truth. Including all the times Rielle and Cassian tried to stop me, all the wonderful things they did even when I was completely reckless. I told him everything about the omegas, the ones we found who had gone feral, and the ones who were still suffering. The juice, and what they planned to do to Rielle. Heat rose inside my body, and there was no way he couldn’t see the sweat beading on my brow. Soon everyone in the room would be able to smell me. Whatever they’d given me to subdue my heat was making it come back with a vengeance. 
 
    “I accept full responsibility for my actions,” I said at the end. “Your Majesty, I beg you to show mercy to Rielle. She’s already suffered more than she deserves. It’s my fault. And Cassian—”  
 
    His eyes widened when I referred to his general so intimately. “I didn’t ask for any advice on making my decision, omega.”  
 
    I nodded. If I opened my mouth I would have whined. 
 
    The king shifted his weight from one foot to another. My impending heat had to be making him uncomfortable, and I prayed it wouldn’t factor into my punishment.  
 
    “Let me make sure I have all the details of your little adventure straight, Charolet.” He referred to me by name, which I took as a good sign. “You attempted to steal a military vehicle, caused damage to castle property, potentially shared Weren secrets in the Human Keep, and helped incite a war. A beta would already be dead for those crimes. An alpha wouldn’t fare much better. Why should I show you mercy?”  
 
    I closed my eyes for a long blink. “Don’t. But please be kind to Rielle.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Despite Zelene’s protests, my sentence was forty-five days in the dungeon. At that time, my crimes would be reassessed, and it would then be determined if I still deserved to be a member of Zelene’s omega court. If I was allowed to remain in Luxoria.  
 
    I could’ve been here for hours, days, or weeks. In the darkness, with the howls and cries of other prisoners who’d gone fully feral from too much time here, it was impossible to tell.  
 
    I didn’t care anymore. 
 
    At first, I had this fantasy of Cassian appearing and saving the day. I’ll always protect you. His last words to me haunted the empty space. 
 
     The truth Zelene had couldn’t save me, and he didn’t want to. 
 
    Every time a guard went by, I perked up, hoping it was him. But it never was.  
 
    The bed was cold and hard, but it didn’t stop the sweat from pouring out of me. Didn’t stop the heat from rising. There was no need to suppress my whines, my cries down here. Soon another guard would go by, maybe throwing some gruel at me if I was lucky. If I wasn’t lucky, they’d decide to help me with my heat.  
 
    Cassian. 
 
    Tossing and turning, I dreamed of his touch, the way he felt inside me, hoping it would be enough to make these unbearable cravings subside. Forty-five days meant I’d suffer through two heats down here. Open season on the omega. The other prisoners could riot, trying to get close to me… 
 
    No, I couldn’t think about that. 
 
    King Adalai knew I was in heat. Knew what it would do to everyone around me in the dungeons. Maybe he wasn’t as lenient as I’d assumed. 
 
    I made myself as small as possible in the darkest corner of the cell, hoping no one would track the scent to me. 
 
    A dark shadow appeared at the door of my cell, and I had a feeling what little luck I had just ran out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Three
Cassian 
 
      
 
    I typed a code into the keypad and gave the machine my thumbprint. The door to my mate’s cell swung open on a slow and steady track. I wanted it to hurry before I ripped it from its hinges and made the king even more angry. When I was able to step through, I closed us in, setting the code to remain unlocked for the next three days, and turned to find Charolet. 
 
    She was huddled in a dark corner, her heat causing her to whimper. Fucking Adalai and his political bullshit. He’d put her here to show the kingdom that even the highest level omegas weren’t immune to punishment if they broke the laws. It was his attempt at showing the unhappy betas that there was still a hierarchy, even if it would from now on, be a fairer one. 
 
    I crossed the cell in three steps and knelt to see Charolet’s face. 
 
    “No, no… get away,” she protested, scrambling away to press her back against the stone wall. “I’m mate to an alpha. A king’s general. You can’t—” 
 
    Shit. Here she was writhing with need, and she thought of the promises she’d made at the keep and protecting our bond first. I marveled at the ways she revealed how much she cared. It was never with direct statements. She wasn’t an I love you girl, though it wouldn’t keep me from telling her. No, Charolet’s love was the kind showed in action and with loyalty. 
 
    The same loyalty that had her putting herself in danger just to be sure the omegas had the best future, whether that be here in Luxoria or with the humans. 
 
    I finally understood why the trip to the keep was so important to her. She couldn’t trust that the Weren royals were offering the best option. I only wished it hadn’t ended in more war and her friends being hurt. 
 
    I pulled her up from the floor. She didn’t belong there, on the dirty ground, and if I had my way, she’d never be there again. I would lift her so high, but never let her fall. That was my purpose now. 
 
    I brought her to my chest to wrap my arms around her, tilting her face up to mine. She blinked, her blond hair hanging in her eyes.  
 
    “Cassian.” When she saw who I was, her panicked expression screwed into despair and a sob ripped from her throat. “I didn’t think you’d come.”  
 
    She lowered her face to my neck, drawing in a long breath, scenting me like an animal would. The move made my cock rock solid for her. 
 
    “An army of alphas couldn’t keep me from you.” 
 
    She stared at me, worried. “Did you fight your way in here? You shouldn’t have done that. I’ve messed things up so much already. I don’t want to make things harder for Zelene and Rielle.” 
 
    “Shhh,” I said, brushing my thumb over her trembling lips. “I didn’t fight anyone, but I might give His Majesty hell for leaving you down here with the criminals.” My voice was sharp and she shivered in response. 
 
    “Cassian, I’m a criminal too.” Her fingers curled into the fabric of my jacket. I could feel the desperation throbbing through her. The scent of her arousal clouded the air, but it was mixed with so much sadness.  
 
    “I know we can’t be together now,” she whispered, tears streaking her cheeks. “Not forever, like you said. A King’s General can’t bind himself to a criminal omega like that. I’m so sorry I ruined what could have been. Rielle is right, I should have been satisfied with what I was given—” 
 
    “No, Charolet. Never settle for something you’re not sure of. You hear me? Never. That’s not who you are. That’s not the omega I fell in love with.” 
 
    “But look what I caused—” 
 
    “You brought attention to a faction of your people who were being held against their will. You made the king follow through on his promises. You made me realize breaking the rules is worth it sometimes.” 
 
    “But it’s cost me… cost me you.” Her voice broke and I soaked up a rare moment of vulnerability that had nothing to do with her heat. 
 
    “Did you even hear what I said?” 
 
    “Yes,” she snapped, her body undulating against my erection. The motion drew a brief moan from her before she continued. “Did you hear what I said? I don’t know if any of it was worth it, if we can’t be together.” 
 
    “Charolet…” I sighed. I fucking loved arguing with her, it was true. Maybe I had from the very beginning. But right now, I wished she would shut up and listen. 
 
    “This is going to be it, isn’t it?” she asked, new tears falling as she pressed her body into mine. “You’re going to see to my heat. Fuck me through it and then—” 
 
    I kissed her to stop whatever was going to come next. I kissed her hard, plowing into her mouth with my tongue, licking away every doubt one by one. I kissed her to dominate. I kissed her to remind her of my promises. 
 
    I broke away, leaving her mewling. “When I said forever, I meant it. You can’t change my mind now, and neither will any rule or law.” 
 
    “Did you mean it? That you love me?” 
 
    “I never say things I don’t mean.” 
 
    “I know,” she moaned. “But did you mean that?” Her eyes met mine and she looked truly terrified for a breath. “Did I imagine it?” 
 
    “No, Char.” 
 
    She went still. “Wait, which question are you answering?” 
 
    I growled, ignoring her to grab the collar of her tunic, tearing it down the middle so her breasts were exposed. Sweat beaded at her sternum and I watched a drop trickle down the valley of her tits as her breath came faster. I palmed her throat, pushing her back against the wall, and dragged my nose along the line of her jaw, relishing the desperate sounds she made. 
 
    “One day, my sweet omega, we will make love leisurely, in a bed. My bed. Instead of a hurried encounter to stem our hormones. Unfortunately, today is not that day. Neither is tomorrow.” 
 
    “Cassian,” she breathed my name like a prayer as I undid my pants and freed my cock. With my hand still around her throat, she shoved my jacket down my shoulders, revealing my chest. She dug her claws in, drawing blood and driving my animal to the brink of insanity. 
 
    “Today I will fuck you, little rebel. Knot in you again and again until neither of us can breathe enough to argue.” I could feel the alpha in me rising, ready to mount her, breed her. It was going to be quick and dirty, and then we’d do it all over again. “By the time we leave this cell, you will be so fully mine, that doubting my intentions will feel like a fucking sin.” 
 
    I slid my hand past her waistband, feeling the slickness that coated her.  
 
    “Mine,” I growled, finding her eyes to drive my point home. I pressed a finger inside, watching how her breath caught at the invasion. “Mine.” 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. 
 
    I moved my mouth to her breasts, sucking a hard, swollen nipple between my lips, and Charolet screamed. “Does my mate ache for this?” I whispered against her skin before drawing it into my mouth again. 
 
    “Yes,” she cried. “I ache everywhere. I need you. Want you. Cassian, please.” 
 
    I thrust my finger softly in her pussy and let her nipple pop from my mouth. “These are mine.” I licked a path up her sternum and across her jaw, tugging an earlobe between my teeth. “These are mine. Say it.” 
 
    “M-my ears?” she stuttered, and I found her eyes. 
 
    “Do not test me, omega. You know what I want.” Her admission. 
 
    Her head thrashed from side to side and her hips moved to get more friction from my hand. “I’m not. I can’t think,” she murmured. “You’re making me crazy. Please… just, please…” 
 
    God, she begged so sweetly. Made the alpha in me want to roar. 
 
    I dragged her pants down her long legs. Charolet’s body was amazing. Flawed in the way a warrior’s was, telling of her struggles. But to me it was more beautiful than anything I’d laid eyes on. No sunset could compare to her, no flowers from the castle gardens. Neither of those things made me want to die in her arms if it would bring her a goddamned smile. 
 
    How could she doubt me the way she did? 
 
    I lifted her legs to let them wrap around my waist, positioning myself at between her slick folds. One thrust, and I was buried deep. “Tell me what I want to hear.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you want,” she gasped, raking her hands through my hair. 
 
    “You do.” I dragged myself from her body and slammed deep again. 
 
    “Cassian, I…” 
 
    “Say it.” Each thrust grew harder and more desperate, our bodies slamming together, pleasure building. “Let me hear it from your own mouth, mate.” 
 
    Charolet’s moans reverberated against the walls. My pulse pounded in my ears. 
 
    “I’m yours,” breathed. 
 
    “That’s right. You’re mine. Every part of you. Even the part I’ve worked so hard to win.” 
 
    “My heart.” 
 
    “Your beautiful… vibrant… rebellious little heart.” 
 
    “It’s yours,” she confessed, her lips crashing into mine as we moved. 
 
    We broke apart, both gasping for air. 
 
    “Now tell me, mate. Do you think I will ever give up what is mine?” I rasped. “What I protected with my life? The very thing that makes me whole? Do you?” 
 
    “No,” she said, shattering apart on my cock, squeezing it so perfectly. 
 
    “Never.” I roared as my knot swelled inside my omega, and our bond became complete. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Four
Charolet 
 
      
 
    Cassian was more than an alpha. The man was truly magic.  
 
    Three days he spent with me in that dank cell, riding the waves of my heat. Claiming every inch of me. Making me his. But still, when our time together came to a close and he had to leave, I wasn’t sure that he’d make good on his promise to return. Not because I couldn’t trust him. I knew if it was up to him, I’d be free. We’d be like Tavia and Dagger, making a difference for the omegas, but our work would be with the omegas we freed from the keep. 
 
    He knew I wanted to make a difference. Zelene and Tavia had made it look so easy to put it into motion. We’d dreamed of our freedom for so long but we never stopped to consider what the change would mean to those around us. Just because we were more than ready for revolution didn’t mean our world was ready to accommodate us. 
 
    But someday, they would be. When I got out of here, I’d make sure I was the last omega used as an example. I’d have to tone down my methods, of course. That would be the hardest part. We could do this. 
 
    Even in this dark dungeon, I had a home. 
 
    I’d been so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t hear anyone approach until the door creaked open. Cassian had more than fucked my heat out of me so I felt a little safer down here. There had been no secret who’d come to my rescue. I made sure every prisoner knew the alpha was my mate. 
 
    I knew it was Cassian from his shadow. Those broad shoulders, that confident stance. If that hadn’t been enough, his scent would’ve sealed the deal. He’d left me coated in it after he left and all I had to do to remember my time with him was breathe. 
 
    I wondered if he could tell how happy I was to see him even in the darkness. His presence was enough to set me on fire. “Mister alpha, sir.” 
 
    He chuckled low as he strode across the cell and swept me into his arms. It felt so good to simply have him hold me. Not because he had to get my heat under control, not because he had to keep me safe from crazy chemical drunk omegas, just because he wanted to. 
 
    Tipping my chin up, he greeted me with a deep, hungry kiss. I clung to his shoulders as he ran his other hand up and down my back, drawing me even closer to him.  
 
    He pulled away, just a little bit, but kept me in his arms. I hated that the shadows obscured his face. But until my sentence was up, this was all I was going to get of him. Just these little slivers. I’d finally learned to be happy for what I had.  
 
    “Tensions have cooled a bit since our return to Luxoria, and I was able to speak to His Majesty in regards to your sentence,” he said, his voice still gravelly after the kiss. “And he agrees with me that the rest of your time would best be served under close surveillance at my outpost in the West.”  
 
    I gasped. “You got me out of here?” It was almost too good to be true. 
 
    “You’re not free. Not yet.” All alpha in that tone. Like he knew he could get me to fall into line. Well, as much as possible for me. I’d never stop testing the limits. But now I’d be more aware of them before they hit me in the face. “After the success of a similar arrangement with Evander and Rielle—” 
 
    “How is Rielle?” My heart was pounding. I’d been so afraid for my friend. Scared that she’d been thrown down here and forgotten when she needed to heal. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if that was the case.  
 
    “Better.” The word was cautious. “There are some lingering effects from the chemicals, but Evander has a medical background, so we are confident she’s in good hands.” 
 
    The corner of my lip curled up into a smile. “I certainly hope so.”  
 
    “His Majesty does want all of you to thrive, even if you don’t see eye to eye on how he plans to get there,” Cassian said. “A united Luxoria is a strong Luxoria. We can’t keep fighting amongst ourselves. We’ll lose everything.” 
 
    I nudged against him. His body had hardened. Cassian cared about his city so much, and he’d put everything on the line to help me. Someday, I’d be able to make that up to him. I didn’t know how yet. Maybe it would be as simple as being the mate this man deserved.  
 
    “So, you take me to your outpost and I serve hard time there.” I tried to suppress my smile, but it was impossible. For the first time in a long time, I had hope. Even more so than when Zelene captured the attention of the king and invited us to be a part of her court. With this powerful wolf by my side, I could do anything. I’d always been strong. Had to be. But it didn’t mean I got anything done. “What happens after that?” 
 
    He tightened his grip on me. “Barring any setbacks, I’d like to invite you to stay with me. I have quarters at the castle, as well as the outpost. I think you’ll find both to your liking.” 
 
    “So all I have to do is stay in line and I get rewarded with a hot wolf in my bed every day for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “Think you can handle that, my little rebel?” 
 
    “I’m sure as hell going to try.” 
 
    “I brought you clothes. We can go as soon as you’re dressed.” 
 
    It was only then I realized he had a bag looped over his arm. I took it from him and grinned when I saw what was inside.  
 
    “A military uniform?” 
 
    “I thought it was appropriate. No one fights harder for the wellbeing of Luxoria than you do.” 
 
    This time, it didn’t bother me to slip on the uniform that Tavia had become so fond of. It didn’t feel like I was being mocked anymore. Now it felt like I had control. Like my ideas were respected. 
 
    Cassian and I walked out of the dungeon hand in hand. I had to shield my eyes from the sunshine. I’d lost track of how long I’d been down there, and it was a shock. 
 
    “Do you want to drive?” he asked, nodding at the truck sitting in the castle yard.  
 
    “You trust me not to start another revolution?”  
 
    “I never know what will happen with you. That’s what makes life with you so exciting.” 
 
    My alpha thought I was exciting. I climbed into the driver's seat and waited for him to enter the code.  
 
    He was even more beautiful than I remembered him, the light streak in his hair shining in the sunlight as he buckled himself in. The truck bucked forward, as I remembered my lesson from what seemed like another lifetime. He guided me to the outpost, waving at the guards as they gaped at our arrangement. 
 
    Cassian wasn’t afraid to make a statement, either. 
 
    The outpost felt like home. Tension left my body when I entered. I turned to him, and he’d anticipated my move, catching me in a kiss. He went deep, claiming me as I bent backward. But my wolf would follow me anywhere. 
 
    “The night I brought you here—” 
 
    “My first house arrest?” I grinned. 
 
    “Yes, my little rebel. This time I intend for you to learn your lesson.” His gaze was smoldering. I pressed into him, pushing my hips against his hard cock, just to see that muscle tick in his jaw while he tried to hold it together around me. “It took everything I had not to bring you to my bed that night. Claim you right then and there before you went into heat. But you weren’t ready yet.” 
 
    I leaned in. “Can I tell you a little secret?” 
 
    “You can tell me anything, Charolet.” 
 
    I melted. “I think you could’ve convinced me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Even if I did claim your body, your mind and heart were set on revolution. I want your wolf to always run free. So I waited. I’d hoped to get you back here before your heat so I didn’t have to take you on the floor of some horrible clinic… But you’re ready now.” 
 
    “I’m so ready.” 
 
    With that, he led me to the bedroom. The night I was here, I wondered what this very moment would be like. The room had a big bed in the center of it. A soft plaid bedspread covered it, and more pillows than I could count waited for us. Pillows were a luxury item in the Badlands. The bed had a massive slatted wooden headboard. I had some ideas for that thing. But today, I’d surrender control and see what life could be like with my alpha. 
 
     Wordlessly, he stripped the uniform away from my body. The alpha took his time, admiring my body in the sunshine that flooded in through the windows. I was always thin, and the dungeon hadn’t done me any favors, but Cassian made me feel like I was in the ballroom in one of those gorgeous jeweled gowns the alphas loved so much. His gaze was filled with admiration, and adoration, and something much more primal than that.  
 
    Need.  
 
    He positioned my hips onto the mattress and spread my thighs open. I was already throbbing with my own need, so ready for him.  
 
    He drank me in. My nipples puckered under his gaze and I slid my hand down my stomach. His eyes widened when I slid my hand down my stomach and cupped my sex, rubbing my swollen clit in anticipation of what was coming next. 
 
    Cassian unbuttoned his jacket, each move so maddeningly slow, as he never took his gaze away from his hand. I was pumping my fingers inside myself, bringing myself to the brink.  
 
    The pants came off much faster as he stalked to the bed, pushing me back, opening my legs even wider. 
 
    He grasped his enormous cock, giving it a few rough pumps before driving it inside me. I gasped from the force of it, but welcomed my alpha home.  
 
    Climbing up my body, he gave me another one of those kisses that would make me do anything before he started thrusting. I wished I could be inside him too. I dug my fingers into his shoulders, running them down his back. He threw his head back and hissed, and I realized I’d drawn blood.  
 
    His cock swelled and he stilled inside me, knotting me again.  
 
    “Mine,” he grunted as his come sprayed inside me. 
 
    “Yours,” I said. “Forever yours.”  
 
    *******  
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading HIS REBELLIOUS OMEGA. We hope you enjoyed Cassian and Charolet’s story as much as we enjoyed writing it! 
 
    Evander and Rielle’s story is the next book in The Royal Omegas series! 
 
    One click to keep reading now!  
 
    *******  
 
    HIS CAPTIVE OMEGA 
 
    An omega in trouble will force this alpha general to confront his past…
After the humans duped me on a rebellious trip to the Keep, I’ve been placed in the care of one of the king’s generals. Now I’m in more danger than ever. The humans wiped my memory and tried to change what it means to be an omega.
But I’m stronger than that.
With his medical background, Evander should be the perfect alpha to help me recover. His astute gaze and thoughtful manners almost make me forget he’s a brutal alpha. I don’t want him around, but there’s something familiar about the way he looks at me.
As he helps me recover, I realize he plays a bigger role in my past than I ever expected. With Luxoria in peril, he’ll have to trust me with the trust to keep me and the rest of the omegas safe.[image: ] 
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